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 Homeschooling in the United States has typically been portrayed as the province 

of fundamentalist Christians, who opt out of public schooling in order to protect their 

children from the influence of a secular, sexually permissive culture. Recently, however, 

homeschooling has also found its way into the discourse of those who argue the opposite: 

that American public schools, influenced by conservative Christian morality, are 

intolerant of, and inhospitable to, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and gender non-

conforming youth. Why is homeschooling a proposed “solution” to two seemingly 

opposing problems? In this dissertation, I seek to explain this paradox by examining 

shifting and contested understandings of childhood within the homeschooling community 

in Texas, which has some of the least restrictive laws regarding homeschooling in the 

United States. I use survey data from 676 homeschooling parents, in-depth interviews 

with 46 of these parents, and ethnographic observation at homeschooling conferences to 

ask: What are the dominant stereotypes and discourses of homeschooling, and where do 
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these originate? How has homeschooling arisen as a solution to two seemingly very 

different problems? How accurately do these discourses represent the political and 

religious views of homeschoolers in Texas? And finally, what motivates individual 

parents to homeschool? How do parents’ motivations compare to the dominant 

homeschooling discourses? I focus specifically on three important areas: 1) 

homeschooling parents’ conceptions of childhood, especially childhood gender and 

sexuality, 2) how these parents understand the role of government in education, and 3) 

how dominant expectations for mothering in the United States influence these parents’ 

homeschooling experiences. I argue that a study of homeschooling reveals a great deal 

not only about contested understandings of childhood, but about the shifting roles of 

parents, schools, and government in American children’s lives today.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
 In January 2013, well-known gay columnist and face of the popular “It Gets 

Better” campaign Dan Savage wrote a blog post regarding one of a recent string of 

widely publicized suicides of gay youth who had been bullied at school. Responding to 

reports that this particular teen had “begged” his parents to homeschool him to escape the 

bullying, Savage offered this advice, which, he noted, he had offered in similar situations 

in the past: 

If you know your gay kid is being bullied at his school err on the side of 

overreacting. Err on the side of doing something drastic. Err on the side of 

turning your own life upside down. Because you don't want to find out the abuse 

was more than your kid could bear […] If you know your gay kid is being 

brutalized in his school and you've complained and it's gotten worse, get him […] 

out of there. Homeschool him. Homeschool him and sue the school (Savage 

2013, emphasis in the original). 

Savage, a self-appointed gay spokesperson to the mainstream media, is not simply stating 

a personal opinion in this post. Rather, his statement illustrates an emerging cultural 

discourse that posits homeschooling as a potential – albeit drastic – response to the 

bullying of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and other gender non-conforming children 

in America’s public schools. This discourse paints public schools as a dangerous place 

for LGBT and gender non-conforming youth, implying that home can be a “safer” place 

for such young people.  
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 This discourse seems a far cry from the stereotype of the homeschooling family 

that most Americans hold, which is typified, even caricatured, by the homeschooling 

family that Americans are likely most familiar with: the Duggar family. The Duggars are 

a fundamentalist Christian family made up of parents Michelle and Jim Bob and their 19 

children, all of whom have names starting with the letter J. They have starred in multiple 

documentaries and reality television shows, and have more recently been the subject of 

tabloid scandal due to revelations of sexual abuse within the family, and eldest son Josh’s 

admission that he cheated on his wife and was addicted to pornography (Reuters 2016). 

With their highly popular reality television show “19 Kids and Counting” (recently 

cancelled after 10 seasons in the wake of the family’s scandals) and their frequent 

appearances on the cover of People Magazine, the Duggar family is well known to many 

Americans. The Duggars reinforce the common stereotypes of homeschoolers in many 

ways: they are fundamentalist Christians, they are socially isolated (somewhat ironically, 

despite being on television for many years, the children are not allowed to watch 

television), they spend most of their time interacting within the family context, and 

Michelle and her daughters are emphatic about dressing “modestly,” for example, by 

always wearing skirts or dresses that fall below the knee (Duggar et al. 2014). 

 Homeschooling in the United States has stereotypically been portrayed as much 

closer to the Duggars than to the portrait painted by Savage: as the province of 

fundamentalist Christians who withdraw their children from public schooling in order to 

shelter them from the influence of liberalism and secularism. In part, this withdrawal is to 

protect their children from the perceived encroachment of a culture of permissive 
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sexuality – including the acceptance of lesbian and gay sexuality – into public schooling 

(Stevens 2003). But as Savage’s statement illustrates, homeschooling has recently come 

to play a central role in a discourse that argues the opposite: that American public schools 

are intolerant of, and inhospitable to, LGBT and gender non-conforming youth, and that 

homeschooling is thus an important option for these children (e.g., GOProud 2014; 

Savage 2013).  

We see here two very different diagnoses of American public schools. The first 

says that these schools are overly accepting of, and even promoting, non-traditional 

gender and sexual expressions and behaviors, and the second argues that schools are 

incredibly hostile to the same. How has homeschooling become the “treatment” for these 

two seemingly opposite diagnoses of American public schools? This paradox motivates 

this dissertation. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
 In this dissertation, I ask three main sets of research questions motivated by the 

paradox presented above. First, I ask: Where do these homeschooling discourses come 

from? And how has homeschooling arisen as a solution to two seemingly very different 

problems? To answer these questions, I engage in an analysis of social movement 

activists within the broader homeschooling community who battle to control the 

discourse on what homeschooling is, or should be. 
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 Second, I ask: How accurately do these discourses represent the political and 

religious views of homeschoolers in Texas? To address this question, I analyze the results 

of a non-random survey of homeschooling parents in Texas, which point to some ways in 

which homeschooling families both align with, and depart from, the dominant 

homeschooling discourses. 

 Finally, I ask: What motivates parents to homeschool? How do parents’ 

motivations compare to the dominant homeschooling discourses? With an eye to both 

differences and similarities among homeschoolers with various political and religious 

beliefs, I examine how homeschooling discourses play out on the ground, in the 

experiences of homeschooling parents themselves. I do this by analyzing in-depth 

interviews with homeschooling parents across Texas, with a specific focus on three 

important areas: 1) homeschooling parents’ conceptions of childhood, especially 

childhood gender and sexuality, 2) how these parents understand the role of government 

in education, and 3) how dominant expectations for mothering in the United States 

influence these parents’ homeschooling experiences. Through this examination of 

parents’ multiple motivations for homeschooling, I will demonstrate that these dominant 

homeschooling discourses do have an impact on how and why parents homeschool, but 

also that there is a wider range of motivations than might be suggested by how 

homeschooling is framed by social movement activists, and in fact, that there is overlap 

and fluidity in how parents engage these discourses in describing their own 

homeschooling experiences.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
 

In this dissertation, I seek to understand the rising popularity of homeschooling 

and what this trend indicates about broader cultural beliefs about childhood, parenting, 

and education. I argue that contemporary homeschooling is a rich site that merges three 

topics of urgent social concern: (1) the shifting relationship between the state, public 

schools, and families, especially in light of the increased privatization of both education 

and social reproduction, (2) changing beliefs about childhood gender and sexuality, 

especially as they relate to the overlapping social institutions of education and the family, 

and (3) the implications of intensive mothering for children’s education and for gender 

inequality more broadly.  

Public Schools and the Neoliberal State 

 This study of homeschooling is framed by theories of neoliberal education reform. 

Theorists in this area argue that education in the United States is moving away from the 

common school, or commonwealth, model of education and toward a marketplace, or 

“school choice” model. In the common school model, the ideal is that all children be 

provided with a similar educational experience, grounded in preparing them to engage in 

a democratic society. Under the school choice model, however, competition is valued: it 

is theorized that the quality of education for all students will increase by forcing schools 

to compete with each other in order to continually offer a better “product” to children and 

parents, understood as the consumers of educational services (Smith 2003; Spring 2008; 



 6 

Stevens 2003). Under this model, homeschooling has come to be understood as one of the 

many educational choices that should be available to parents and children.  

 Education researcher Joseph Murphy (2012) argues, in fact, that the rise in both 

the popularity and the acceptability of homeschooling has occurred in tandem with the 

rhetoric of school choice, which is itself part of a larger trend toward the privatization of 

public education and other public services. Murphy argues that homeschooling has a 

“unique place in the cascading privatization movement in the United States in general 

and the rapidly expanding school choice movement in education specifically” (2012:2), 

and further, that homeschooling, once a deviant practice, “is [now] thriving because the 

essential pillars of society that made it anathema for over a century are being torn down 

and replaced with scaffolding that supports homeschooling” (2012:54). Murphy argues 

that homeschooling is perhaps the most radical expression of the privatization of 

education. 

 Homeschooling is thus an ideal case through which to better understand how 

neoliberal education “reforms” are affecting families. Talking to homeschooling parents 

will allow for a better understanding of how parents make decisions about their children’s 

education under the school choice model, revealing the ways in which parents feel 

empowered and/or constrained by the rhetoric of school choice and the corresponding 

changes in education. The decisions that parents make to homeschool can help illuminate 

the changing relationships among the family, the state, and public schools under 

neoliberalism, highlighting the ways in which trust in, and reliance upon, public services 
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are changing, and what this means for the changing burdens families face as the state 

divests from public education.  

Childhood Gender and Sexuality 

 Homeschooling is a window into contemporary changes to the meaning of 

childhood in general, and to childhood gender and sexuality specifically. Understandings 

of childhood are historically and culturally situated; scholars argue that, at least in the 

West, the very concept of childhood, as distinct from both infancy and adulthood, only 

emerged beginning in the 15th century (Ariès 1962; Cook 2004). In Pricing the Priceless 

Child, Viviana Zelizer (1985) argues that the movement to end child labor and move 

children from factories and into schools through compulsory education laws can be 

understood as an ideological dispute between two opposing views of children: the “sacred 

child” versus the “productive child.” Ultimately, the sacred child won, and compulsory 

education is now normalized in the United States. The concept of the “sacred child” has 

thus always been intimately linked to ideas about the role of education, and in particular, 

public schools, in children’s lives. Recent changes in the provision of education, and 

particularly beliefs about the purpose of this education, thus beg the question of whether 

the figure of the sacred child has also changed. Homeschooling is an ideal site in which 

to study the ideology of the sacred child because the rise in homeschooling indicates a 

rupture in the hegemonic acceptance of compulsory school attendance.  

 Debates about what is “sacred” about the sacred child have continually revolved 

around sexuality. Are children innocent and asexual, and in need of protection from 
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sexuality, or are they sexual beings who can and do exercise agency? These debates have 

much deeper roots, and more far-reaching consequences, than just how we understand 

childhood. Angelides (2004) argues that debates about childhood sexuality are really 

debates about sexuality more broadly, and that the concept of “childhood” serves as a 

container into which we, as a society, express our anxieties about sex, gender, and 

sexuality. As the comparison at the start of this dissertation illustrates, debates about 

childhood gender and sexuality are central to competing framings of homeschooling in 

the United States. An examination of conceptualizations of childhood gender and 

sexuality within homeschooling thus serves as a way of understanding much broader 

societal anxieties about gender and sexuality.  

Homeschooling is also an important site for the study of childhood gender and 

sexuality because it merges what are generally considered two separate institutional 

contexts: education and the family. Theorists of gender and childhood emphasize the 

importance of the institutional context to how children experience and understand gender 

and sexuality, arguing that gender is differently salient in different contexts (Chodorow 

1999; Messner 2009; Thorne 1993). Scholars have been especially interested in studying 

children in the environment of the school for several reasons: it is a space where gender 

(along with race and age) are of heightened salience for children, (Ferguson 2000; Pascoe 

2007; Thorne 1993), and the compulsory nature of education in the United States makes 

schools an ideal place for accessing children to study. Research has consistently shown 

that the environment of the school – and the perceptions of that environment by parents – 

are highly gendered (Elliott 2012; Pascoe 2007; Thorne 1993; Thorne and Luria 1986). 
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Parental concerns about peer influence at school tend to be formulated on racialized, 

classed, gendered, and sexualized terms: that is, parents construct racial, class, and 

gendered “others” as potentially dangerous influences on their own (assumed to be) 

innocent, impressionable children (Elliott 2012). It is also well documented that academic 

instruction in public schools contains both explicit and implicit lessons about gender and 

sexuality (Fields 2008; Pascoe 2007). Gender is also very salient in the institutional 

context of the family. The family is the first place that most children experience gender 

socialization (Chodorow 1999), and research has shown that the way parents speak about 

sex and sexuality with their children is very gendered (Elliott 2012; Martin 2009; Martin 

and Luke 2010).  

This dissertation expands our current theoretical and empirical understandings of 

gender and sexuality in the context of both education and the family by looking at a case 

in which the lines between these institutions are blurred, thus opening a space for novel 

conceptualizations of gender and sexuality in childhood. In what ways are parents’ 

concerns about school environment and academic instruction grounded in their 

conceptions of gender and sexuality? In what ways are the homeschool environments 

they create themselves gendered and sexualized spaces? How do homeschooling parents 

resist – or reproduce – popular notions of gendered childhoods?  
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Mothering and Gender Inequality  

 Finally, this dissertation is framed by theoretical understandings of intensive 

mothering ideologies and how these ideologies contribute to gender inequality (Hays 

1996). I argue, alongside Jennifer Lois (2013), that the ideology of intensive mothering is 

central to understanding the practice of homeschooling. Lois argues that homeschooling 

can be understood as an extreme, but logical, extension of this parenting ideology. In this 

dissertation, I expand on this by demonstrating that, while this is true, homeschooling as 

a form of intensive mothering is best understood in the context of neoliberal motherhood. 

 Cultural beliefs about childhood are intimately tied to beliefs about what it means 

to be a good parent, and more specifically, a good mother. Zelizer (1985) notes that the 

sacred child requires a very different form of parental involvement than did its precursor, 

the productive child: parenting the sacred child requires the investment of money and 

time, particularly on the part of the mother, and it requires that parents take a 

protectionist stance toward their children, as the sacred child holds an emotional value 

greater than any other. Sharon Hays (1996) argues that these are the hallmarks of what 

she calls the ideology of intensive mothering, which she argues is the hegemonic 

parenting discourse in the United States. Though this ideology is adapted and resisted by 

individual women, all mothers in the United States are aware of it and experience it as a 

power-laden discourse that shapes how they think about, feel about, and experience 

motherhood. Hays argues that the logic of intensive mothering stands in contradiction to 

the market-driven, efficiency-focused logic of the modern industrialized/capitalist world, 

and that this contradiction manifests itself in the dueling ideals of the stay-at-home mom 
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and the “superwoman” working mom. These contradictory ideals leave mothers 

constantly feeling inadequate and in competition with each other (Hays 1996). Scholars 

have (rightly) critiqued Hays’ work for failing to capture how the contradictions between 

paid labor force participation and unpaid labor in the home vary greatly by race and class 

(Taylor 2011). Still, many researchers believe that the ideology of intensive mothering 

remains central to the experiences of most American mothers today, whether or not they 

are able to come close to attaining its ideals. The fact that mothers perform the vast 

majority of homeschooling labor supports this claim (Lois 2013; Murphy 2012).  

 However, the idea that the economically productive mother and the carework-

invested mother are in competition with each other fails to take into account how 

neoliberalism has shaped parenting discourse such that parenting can now be understood 

in economic terms. Markella Rutherford (2011) argues that parenting under neoliberalism 

has become a practice marked by the management of children’s lives, and is marked by 

two primary beliefs: the first, consistent with the ideology of intensive mothering, is that 

parents must rely on expert advice in caring for their children, and the second, is that 

implementing this advice is an individual, private decision. As “expert advice” on child 

rearing has proliferated, parents – particularly mothers – are faced with a great deal of 

contradictory advice on how to best raise their children. It is seen as their responsibility, 

not the responsibility of the “experts,” to sift through this competing advice and make 

individual decisions about what is best for their children, thus requiring that mothers be 

the ultimate experts on their own individual children – even when this means going 

against certain expert advice (Reich 2014). This is certainly the case with homeschooling, 
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as “expert advice” that advocates for homeschooling or unschooling is just as easily 

found as that which advocates for any other form of education. 

 These decisions are not made simply out of a fear of being judged as a bad 

mother, but rather are understood by some to be rational responses to the divestment from 

public services, including education. As Amy B. Shuffelton argues, “Our national 

unwillingness to support children and families means that these mothers are accurately 

identifying a problem: if they do not tenaciously defend their own children’s interests, 

those interests go unaddressed” (2014:328). Under neoliberalism, mothers are forced to 

make – and are held accountable for – decisions that have very real consequences for 

their children’s well-being – including decisions about their education. An understanding 

of how mothers make the decision to homeschool, and how they understand the gendered 

nature of this decision, is thus central to understanding gender inequality in the era of 

neoliberal motherhood. The tendency of mothers to take on the majority of 

homeschooling labor indicates that familiar patterns of gendered labor in the family are 

reproduced, or perhaps even exacerbated, with the increasing privatization of the work of 

social reproduction.  

HOMESCHOOLING IN THE UNITED STATES AND TEXAS: WHAT WE KNOW 

Who Homeschools – And Why? 

Homeschooling in the United States was virtually unheard of before the 1970s, 

and has since gone from being a deviant – and in many cases, illegal – practice to an 

increasingly normalized option for schooling (Stevens 2003). While education analysts 
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tend to estimate that somewhere around 10,000-15,000 children were homeschooled in 

the United States in 1970 (Murphy 2012), most current estimates place the number of 

homeschooled children in the United States at between 1 and 2 million, with some 

estimates over 2 million – meaning that homeschooled children outnumber children 

enrolled in charter schools (Isenberg 2007; Murphy 2012; Ray 2013). According to data 

from the National Household Education Surveys Program of 2012 (NCES 2013-028), 

over 3% of school-age children in the U.S. were homeschooled during the 2011-2012 

school year, and the number of homeschooled students has increased continually over the 

last two decades (Noel, Stark, and Redford 2013). A 2012 national poll found that seven 

percent of mothers would prefer to homeschool their children over sending them to 

public, private, and charter schools (DiPerna 2012). Scholars estimate that between six 

and 12 percent of all students will have been homeschooled at some point during their K-

12 education (Murphy 2012). 

 Demographic research on homeschoolers has shown that homeschooling parents 

tend to be more highly educated than non-homeschooling parents, with a greater 

percentage having received high school degrees, engaged in any post-secondary 

education, and received a college diploma. Most research finds that 

homeschooling families tend to be middle class; both low-income and high-

income families tend to be underrepresented among homeschoolers. 

Homeschoolers are disproportionately likely to be white, though there is evidence 

that this disproportionality is shrinking, as the number of minority children being 

homeschooled has increased in the last decade. Homeschoolers also tend to be in 
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heterosexual, married, single-income families, with one stay-at-home parent – 

usually the mother (Murphy 2012). 

While very little is known about how concerns about gender and sexuality play in 

parents’ motivations for homeschooling, existing data do indicate that they might play 

such a role. According to the NCES 2013-028, 91% of homeschool parents identified “a 

concern about environment of other schools,” including “safety, drugs, or negative peer 

pressure” as an important reason for why they homeschooled – the highest percentage of 

any reported important reasons. (It was followed by “a desire to provide moral 

instruction” among 77% of respondents, and “a dissatisfaction with academic instruction 

at other schools” among 74%). “A desire to provide religious instruction” was only the 

fourth most popular reason, with 64% of parents stating this was one important reason for 

homeschooling. When asked to choose the single most important reason for 

homeschooling, the largest share of parents (25%) again chose “a concern about 

environment of other schools;” “desire to provide religious instruction” was the fourth 

most selected reason (16%).  

Case of Study: Homeschooling in Texas 

Regulation of home education in the United States, like regulation of education in 

general, occurs at the state and local levels, and thus the relative difficulty or ease of 

homeschooling varies widely by state (Isenberg 2007; Stevens 2003). While some states 

require that parents submit curricula and regular progress reports to state or local school 

officials for review and monitoring, or require regular contact with state-certified teachers 
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or tutors, other states have few, if any, regulations concerning home education. Because 

these structural constraints on homeschooling vary by state, I selected Texas to serve as 

an “ideal case” for studying parents’ motivations for homeschooling. Currently, Texas is 

considered one of the least restrictive states in the United States in which to homeschool, 

with the Homeschool Legal Defense Association calling it “a model state in upholding 

parental rights” (Klicka 2011 [1987]). The Texas courts have ruled (and the Texas 

Supreme Court has unanimously upheld this ruling) that homeschools in the state of 

Texas are considered individual private schools, and thus are subject to the same (lack of) 

regulation as any other private school (THSC n.d.).  

Because homeschooling families in Texas do not need to register with the state or 

with their local school district, reliable estimates of the number of homeschooling 

families in the state of Texas do not exist (Isenberg 2007). The Texas Home School 

Coalition, the state’s largest homeschool organization, claims a reach of over 55,000 

households for its quarterly print publication and over 20,000 for its e-newsletter (THSC 

n.d.). As of 2012, the U.S. Census indicates that over 7 million of Texas’ 26.4 million 

residents are children under the age of 18 (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.); the number of 

homeschooled children in Texas could exceed 200,000 if the estimate that approximately 

3.2% of school-age children nationwide are homeschooled (Noel et al. 2013) is 

representative of the state of Texas. However, there is reason to believe this number may 

be larger: With far fewer hoops to jump through to withdraw a child from public school 

than in most other states, and a lack of strict curriculum requirements or testing, it would 

make sense that parents who are considering homeschooling in Texas may be more likely 



 16 

to actually begin homeschooling than parents considering homeschooling in other states. 

Thus, Texas is an ideal case for this particular study because there is likely to be a wide 

variation in parents’ motivations to homeschool, including those whose motivations are 

not based on strong ideological or religious commitments.  

 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 For this research, I employed a three-part mixed-methods approach. The data 

gathered include a survey of 676 currently homeschooling parents in Texas, transcripts of 

qualitative in-depth interviews with a sub-sample of 44 of these parents and field notes 

from these interviews, and field notes from participant observation at five homeschooling 

conferences held throughout Texas. Because there is little sociological research on 

homeschooling, the combination of these three methods of data collection allowed me to 

analyze how the meanings of homeschooling in Texas are produced at the cultural, 

institutional, and interactional levels of analyses. This research was approved by the 

Institutional Review Board at the University of Texas at Austin.  

 The first component of the data collection employed survey methodology to 

address the specific research question about the correlation between motivations for 

homeschooling and beliefs about childhood gender and sexuality. I created an online 

survey using the survey software Qualtrics. The survey’s target population was parents 

who currently homeschool one or more of their children and who reside in Texas. In 

addition to demographic questions, the survey asked questions about the family, 

including each child’s educational history and measures of parent-assessed child well-
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being; homeschooling experiences and approaches; motivations for homeschooling; and 

political and social views, including, for example, views on same-sex marriage, abortion, 

school prayer, and sex education (see Appendix 1 for the full list of survey questions). 

The survey was not intended to provide statistically generalizable information about 

homeschooling parents in the state of Texas; rather, it allows comparison between, for 

example, politically conservative and politically liberal parents, and religious and non-

religious parents. 

 I recruited respondents for the survey primarily by distributing a call for 

participants through contact with various homeschooling organizations, co-ops, and 

support groups in Texas. Through extensive internet research, I identified 218 such 

organizations that had existing websites and/or contact email addresses, ranging from 

town- and even neighborhood-specific to statewide groups, with about 60% of these 

organizations claiming a specifically religious (usually [Protestant] Christian, though 

occasionally Catholic or LDS [Mormon]) mission or membership. I emailed each of these 

organizations, introducing myself, explaining the purpose of my project, and requesting 

that they send a call for participants, which I included at the bottom of the email, to their 

membership list or Listserv, or to post the call on their group’s website or Facebook page. 

The survey was administered between July 2014 and April 2015, with the majority of 

responses occurring during the first two months of data collection, and yielded a total of 

676 completed surveys (more detail on the survey methodology, including sample 

characteristics, can be found in chapter 3). Survey respondents came from 74 of the 254 

counties in Texas (see Figure 1 for geographical distribution of survey responses). 
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Figure 1: Survey Respondent Locations (by Zip Code) 

 

 

 Because the main research questions of this project are questions about meaning- 

and decision-making processes in the everyday lives of homeschooling families, the 

second and third components of the research design used qualitative research methods. 

Using the sample of survey respondents, who indicated at the end of the survey if they 

would like to be contacted for a follow-up interview, I created a purposive sample of 44 

parents to be interviewed in person, using semi-structured, in-depth interviewing 

techniques. The purpose of these interviews was to elicit the narratives of homeschool 

parents regarding how and why they made the decision to homeschool, their 
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homeschooling approaches, and the advantages and disadvantages they see to 

homeschooling over traditional or public schooling (see Appendix 2 for interview guide). 

 I chose potential interview respondents by creating a spreadsheet of all possible 

respondents (based on having indicated their willingness to participate on the survey) and 

their demographic characteristics and location. Due to logistical constraints on doing in-

person interviews in such a large state, the vast majority of my respondents lived within 

an hour and a half drive of at least one of Texas’ major cities, including Austin, Dallas, 

Fort Worth, Houston, and San Antonio (see Figure 2 for geographical distribution of 

interview respondents). I selected interview respondents in such a way as to collect as 

diverse of a sample as possible (see Table 1 for a comparison of the interview and survey 

samples). I was particularly interested in having a representation of various political 

views (conservative, moderate, and liberal) and degrees of religiosity, and thus attempted 

to initiate contact with roughly equal numbers of conservative and liberal, and religious 

and non-religious, respondents: of the 44 focal interviewees, one-quarter (11 respondents) 

identified as politically moderate, while 39% (17 respondents) identified as conservative 

or very conservative, and 36% (16 respondents) identified as liberal or very liberal. Half 

of the sample identified as not very or not at all religious, and half identified as somewhat 

or very religious. It is important to note that in two of the 44 interviews I conducted, the 

focal respondent opted to have their spouse take part in the interview as well. Because the 

survey included some spousal data, I was able to include these spouses in some, but not 

all, of the demographic totals. Thus, some of these demographics (race, education level, 

gender, sexual orientation) include all 46 interviewees, while others are only for the 
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household (income level and marital status, n=44), and others only for the focal 

respondent (political views and religiosity, n=44). 

Figure 2: Interview Respondent Locations (by Zip Code) 

 

 I also reached out specifically to respondents who, in one or more ways, were not 

the normative homeschooler, including racial and ethnic minorities, sexual minorities, 

men, single mothers, and those with low income and/or education. The majority of 

homeschooling parents in the United States are white (68%) and well educated (69% 

have at least some college education or a college degree or higher, while 20% have high 

school diplomas or the equivalent and 11% did not complete high school) (Noel et al. 

2013), and my survey respondents were even more overwhelmingly white (84%) and 

well educated (31% had completed high school but had not attended or had not 
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completed college, 49% had a college degree, and 20% had graduate degrees). Of my 

interview respondents, only one respondent had no education past high school, while 14 

had some college, 24 had a college degree, and seven had graduate or professional 

degrees (see Table 1 for comparison of the interview and survey samples). 

 It was especially important to include non-white parents and the parents of non-

white children in this study. Scholars have noted that race is central to the experience of 

gendered discipline and violence of public school students in the United States (Ferguson 

2000) and is central to parents’ perceptions of their children’s school environment and 

peer influence (Elliott 2012), and thus diversity of race and other demographic 

characteristics is important in the effort to uncover a wide range of homeschooling 

motivations and experiences. As a result of these recruiting efforts, the interview sample 

is more diverse than the survey sample on a number of measures. Thirty-one of my 

interview respondents were white, seven were Latina, three were Black or African-

American, one was Asian-American, and four identified themselves as mixed race or as 

having more than one race/ethnicity. Respondents were given an “other” category, in 

which they were allowed to self-identify, for questions regarding race, gender, and sexual 

orientation. There are benefits and drawbacks to this method: on the one hand, it allows 

respondents some flexibility within which they can identify themselves in ways that feel 

meaningful to themselves, but on the other hand, it makes comparison across groups 

harder, and it is often difficult to interpret the meaning behind certain self-identifications, 

such as those who identified as mixed race.  
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 Forty-three of the respondents were women, while only three were men, and 40 

respondents identified as heterosexual while six (all women) identified as lesbian, gay, or 

bisexual. While I did not set out to survey and interview primarily mothers, the fact that it 

was overwhelmingly mothers who responded to my survey and thus were interviewed for 

this project makes it clear that homeschooling, like healthcare decisions, is largely what 

Jennifer Reich refers to as a “maternal terrain” (2014:685). Thirty-nine of the households 

included married couples, and five respondents were single mothers. (See Table 1 for a 

comparison between the survey and interview samples.) 

 Of the 44 households represented in the sample, I classified nine as low-income, 

27 as middle-income, and six as high income. On the survey, respondents were asked to 

indicate their total household income for the previous year, and were given eight 

categories of income ranges to choose from (see Appendix 1 for survey questions). To 

simplify these income brackets into something that is easier to make sense of in the 

analysis of the interview data, I used the Pew Research Center’s income calculator, which 

calculates whether a given family is in the low, middle, or high income brackets in the 

United States relative to household size. For each of my interview respondents, I used the 

midpoint of the income bracket they selected (e.g., $50,000 for $40,000-$59,999 bracket) 

and the size of their particular household (self, spouse [if any], and number of children) 

and classified each family as low, middle, or high income. This means that some families 

in the same income bracket on the survey are classified differently; for example, a family 

of three or four in the $40,000-$59,999 would be classified as middle income, where a 

family of five or more in the same bracket would be classified as low income. (Fry and 
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Kochhar 2015). For the two interviewees who did not provide household income data, I 

estimated their income level based on my observations of them and their homes during 

the interview. 

 I audio recorded each of the in-depth interviews, and transcribed them myself in 

order to gain intimate familiarity with the interviews as an important first step in the data 

analysis process. I then assembled the interview transcripts and field notes from the 

interviews and used a multi-stage process of coding to analyze the data, using the 

qualitative coding software MaxQDA. I first engaged in open coding to identify salient 

themes; next, I used a focused coding process to group and further refine these themes 

(Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 1995). Throughout this process I regularly wrote memos 

concerning themes, questions, and insights that arose from my analysis of the data. This 

writing played an important role in my analysis, as it provided me with the opportunity to 

explore ideas and refine my thinking about what I was seeing in the interview data. This 

allowed me to go back to the data with fresh questions about my analysis, with an eye 

toward looking for examples of, and exceptions to, the patterns I saw emerging.  

 The third component of the data collection entailed participant observation at 

various homeschooling conferences and conventions. I attended five such events – three 

large, explicitly fundamentalist Christian homeschooling conferences, one small Catholic 

homeschooling conference, and one small conference of unschoolers – throughout the 

state of Texas between August 2013 and April 2015. At these conferences I acted as a 

participant observer in order to better contextualize the discourses and experiences of 

homeschooling families as part of larger social movements and discourses. At each 
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conference I participated as a regular registrant, attending various talks, workshops, and 

special events/performances, and “window shopping” among the vendor areas.  

At the three largest conventions, I was largely a “stealth” observer, mostly due to 

the fact that the conferences were so large that it was easy to move about without much 

interaction with others. If asked casually by other participants (very uncommon) or by 

salespeople in the vendor areas (more common), I usually said that I was not a 

homeschooler, but was interested in learning more about it; if pressed for more 

information I was willing to offer that I do not currently have any children, and that I was 

a graduate student doing research on homeschooling. The few times I interacted with 

speakers at the conferences, I introduced myself as a graduate student studying 

homeschooling. Because the Catholic conference was much smaller, I expected a larger 

degree of interaction with other attendees, but actually experienced very little, and these 

interactions were similarly superficial to those I experienced at the larger conferences.  

At the unschooling conference, which was much more community-oriented, I 

emailed the conference organizer before I registered, introducing myself and asking if she 

thought it would be okay to attend. She responded enthusiastically. Because interactions 

at this conference were more frequent and personal, I was very open about being a 

graduate student researcher with everyone that I met at this conference, including 

introducing myself to the entire group at breakfast the first morning (when all individuals 

and families were invited to introduce themselves).  

 With the exception of the Catholic conference, each conference had concurrent 

sessions and activities to choose from; when presented with multiple sessions to choose 
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from, I looked specifically for sessions that dealt with gender and/or sexuality in some 

way, as well as for sessions that were about homeschooling more broadly, and tended to 

shy away from more teaching-specific talks that dealt with topics such as teaching math 

to kindergartners or various approaches to teaching reading. At each of these conferences, 

whenever possible, I took hand-written notes on the content of the sessions during the 

talks, also noting things like the size of the room and the number of people attending. At 

the end of each day – or during breaks, when available – I either typed or audio-recorded 

(and later transcribed) field notes of my impressions of the people in the audience, of the 

speakers, of the content of the talks, and of any relevant interactions that took place. I 

then compiled all of my field notes into MaxQDA and engaged in a coding practice 

similar to that which I undertook with my interview transcripts (see above). I discuss my 

experiences at these conferences in more detail in Chapter 2.  

Researcher Positionality and Access to the Field 

 There are several aspects of my own identity, embodiment, and experience that I 

believe both facilitated and hindered my ability to recruit and build rapport with the 

participants needed for this study. Though I am not a parent myself, I have found both in 

this and in my previous research that, generally, parents are quite willing to speak with 

me about their children. I have extensive experience working with children and parents as 

a childcare provider, and I found that this experience was helpful in building rapport with 

parents and children alike.  
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At the start of this project, I anticipated that my identity as an openly gay woman 

might cause me some difficulty in accessing the more fundamentalist religious subset of 

the population of homeschooling parents, in that it may hinder some parents from 

participating in the interview portion of the project. While I do not see it as necessary or 

even appropriate to “reveal” my sexuality to my respondents, because I have in the past, 

for example, written and published essays that deal with sexuality and religion, it is not 

out of the realm of possibility that potential respondents could, through a simple Google 

search, find this information on their own. I took some basic steps to make such a search 

slightly more difficult, making sure my social media accounts were private and/or not 

associated with my full name.  

Because homeschooling is a predominantly white phenomenon, and 

homeschooling spaces such as conferences are very white spaces, my whiteness likely 

allowed me access both to this field, and to my respondents, that I might not have had 

otherwise. My whiteness, my relatively gender-normative presentation of self, and my 

level of education and middle-class status all allowed me to blend in easily at the 

homeschooling conferences that I attended; not sticking out in the crowd allowed my 

presence at these conferences to go unquestioned. My age surely also played a role; being 

in my early 30s during this fieldwork, I was within the normative age range of parents at 

the conferences I attended, and was also within the age range of my interview 

respondents, who ranged from their mid-20s to early-60s. My gender, as well, likely 

aided in my access to the field – given that homeschooling is a highly female-gendered 

domain, my presence as a woman did not disrupt this norm in any way. 



 27 

I have no way of knowing the characteristics of those who did not take the survey, 

and whether my various identities, including my sexual identity and feminist identity, 

played any role in these decisions. It is likely, however, that there were external factors 

that systematically shaped who did and did not respond to the survey. Several of my 

respondents revealed to me that my survey had been the subject of (sometimes heated) 

discussion on the homeschool Facebook pages, message boards, and Listservs to which 

they belonged. These respondents described a general sense of suspicion about my 

intentions, and a fear that I would use the results to stereotype homeschoolers in certain 

ways.  

 I also received some direct critical feedback about the project in the form of 

emails from people who had taken (or had started, but did not complete) the survey, 

accusing me of having a certain agenda or bias in my research. Most of these concerns 

were in response to the survey questions about social beliefs and ideas about gender and 

sexuality. For example, one email I received asked, “If the survey is about the motivation 

of homeschoolers, why does it have questions about homosexuality? Please provide the 

rationale for including these questions. Thank you.” At first I assumed that this email was 

presuming a pro-gay bias on my part, but when I responded to the email with an 

explanation, the person then responded with a lengthier email, part of which informed me 

that “you are creating a lot of discussion regarding the motives behind the questions on 

the survey. Concerns have been expressed that you may be attempting to portray 

homeschoolers as right winged, intolerant homophobes.” An email from another survey 

respondent was less clear about what they thought my bias was, but accused me of being 
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“disingenuous” in how I was presenting my project, reading, “It seems that your (Kate's) 

research and papers up to this point all revolve around child sexuality and gender 

identification.  I am wondering how switching to the topic of homeschooling fits in with 

previous and ongoing work. It appears that your reason for researching homeschooling is 

disingenuous.” Yet another email read: 

Your gay liberal slant on homeschooling is disgusting. Many of us are female 

professionals (straight and proud to be mothers) that educate for academic 

reasons. I resent your liberal gay or anti gay [sic] slant. This is Texas thank GOD. 

We live in Texas to get away from this liberal garbage. I am an airline pilot for a 

major airline that doesn't have to put up with this type of generalization. Get on 

with your life! And live with the rest of Texas! 

This email was very clearly accusing me of having a liberal and (less clearly) pro-gay 

agenda. I received several such emails, including some that indicated that others were 

having conversations about the purpose of these questions, which prompted me to write a 

blog post on the project website explaining the purpose of these questions (see Appendix 

3). 

 As with previous research that I have conducted with LGBTQ parents – another 

nontraditional, often marginalized group of parents – many of my interview respondents 

asked me “screening questions” before we started the interview. Frequent questions 

included whether I was a parent, whether I was “in favor of” homeschooling, and if I 

planned to homeschool my own children someday. My usual answers to these questions 

were 1) that I am not a parent, but have spent a lot of time with young children as a 
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childcare provider and an aunt, 2) that homeschooling is a very broad phenomenon so it’s 

hard for me to say I am “pro-homeschooling” in all its forms, but that I do not consider 

myself anti-homeschooling, and 3) that I honestly do not know if I would homeschool my 

own children, if I have them, someday, but that doing this research has definitely made 

me consider that question. 

I found that my background in the study of religion as well as my experience 

growing up in a Catholic community with occasional forays into evangelical Christianity 

(via youth group and Bible study participation) were assets in building rapport with the 

more conservative and religious families. I am conversant, if not fluent, in some of the 

particular cultural discourses of both Catholic and evangelical Protestant Christianity. By 

way of example, I attended my first homeschooling conference in the summer of 2013, 

the annual conference of the Texas Home School Coalition. The THSC is Texas’ largest 

statewide homeschool organization and is explicitly fundamentalist in its ideological 

leanings (for more on this, see Chapter 2). Most of the presentations at the conference 

began with prayer, and there were frequent references to Bible verses or popular 

Christian authors or preachers. Because of my past experiences, I understood many of 

these references, and I felt comfortable interacting with and interpreting the 

presentations. In interviews, participants would ask me questions such as whether I was 

familiar with a particular Bible verse or story, or a particular theological concept, and I 

could honestly answer yes to most of their questions. It is likely that my ability to 

converse about religion gave these participants a certain sense of ease with me, as if I was 

“one of them.”  
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On the other hand, I also anticipated that my queer identity would serve as an 

asset in building rapport with the subset of the population of homeschooling parents who 

may be homeschooling lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or gender non-conforming 

children, who may be more likely to speak with a researcher who they feel is sympathetic 

to and supportive of their children’s identities. However, none of the parents that I 

interviewed specifically mentioned LGBTQ identity or gender non-conformity as reasons 

for homeschooling their children, though what I interpreted as veiled references to such 

were made by a few parents who were concerned that their sons would be bullied due to 

being very “sensitive” or “emotional” boys. I do believe that my queer and feminist 

identities influenced my access to the liberal/progressive parents, particularly to 

unschoolers, as I found that these respondents tended to perceive me as someone who 

was very open to alternative education. In general, I felt that the majority of my interview 

respondents assumed that I agreed with them on their critiques of public schools, 

regardless of what those critiques were. 

 

OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 The chapters that follow are divided into two parts. In the first, I look at the 

discourses and stereotypes of homeschooling. In chapter 2, I use the data from my 

participant observation at the five homeschooling conferences I attended to demonstrate 

how these conferences construct the “homeschooling community” in various ways. I also 

address my first set of research questions: where do homeschooling stereotypes and their 

corresponding discourses come from, and how has homeschooling arisen as a solution to 
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the different problems posed by these competing discourses? I argue that these 

conferences constitute hegemonic, marginalized, and subordinate discourses about 

homeschooling, and that each discourse differently constructs what it means to be a 

“homeschooling family” in ways that are laden with gendered meaning – and gendered 

consequences for both parents and children. In chapter 3, I discuss findings from my 

survey of Texas homeschooling parents in order to address my second research question: 

How accurately do these discourses reflect the views and experiences of homeschoolers 

in Texas? Though this survey is not representative of all Texas homeschooling parents, it 

does allow for comparison among conservative, moderate, and liberal parents, as well as 

between religious and non-religious parents. I make these comparisons in order to 

illustrate how, for these parents, political and religious beliefs matter when it comes to 

how they approach homeschooling, but also to illustrate the ways in which their 

motivations are fluid and overlapping. 

 In the second part of the dissertation, I turn to my third research question: what 

motivates parents to homeschool? I examine the meaning of homeschooling for parents, 

exploring their homeschooling motivations and their everyday homeschooling practices 

using the data from my in-depth interviews. I argue that motivations for homeschooling 

can be divided into two main types: dogmatic and situational. In chapter 4, I examine 

dogmatic motivations for homeschooling with a focus on the role that beliefs about 

gender and sexuality play in shaping parents’ decisions to homeschool. I demonstrate that 

homeschoolers at the ideological extremes tend to hold two very different sets of beliefs 

about gender and sexuality in childhood. In chapter 5, I examine situational motivations 



 32 

for homeschooling as a way of understanding the growth of the “non-ideological middle” 

of homeschoolers who are neither particularly religious nor particularly anti-traditional 

education methods. I argue, however, that just because these parents are not consciously 

driven by their ideologies of education, their decisions to homeschool are nevertheless 

ideologically motivated. Specifically, I argue that these parents have been sold the idea 

that, under the school choice model, their children deserve individualized education, but 

that in fact, their children are experiencing an increasingly rigid and standardized 

education, in a system that ends up frustrating many children and parents alike. While the 

rise of homeschooling is understood as part of the rise of the ideology of school choice, I 

reveal that this ideology is not grounded in reality, and that many of these parents who 

talk about having “chosen” to homeschool actually feel that they had no choice but to 

homeschool. Finally, in chapter 6, I outline three common threads that tie together 

homeschoolers across this spectrum of beliefs and experiences: first, their commonly held 

belief that each child is unique, second, their shared sense of having given up on 

government to provide their children with an education, and third, their commitment to 

intensive mothering ideologies. I argue that the rising popularity of homeschooling can 

be understood as what happens when pressure on parents – particularly mothers – to be 

responsible for their children's education increases, at the same time as faith in the 

government, through the public education system, to provide education decreases. I 

discuss the implications of this finding for how we understand education, for gender 

inequality, and for changing – and competing – conceptualizations of childhood in the 

United States. I ultimately argue that the rise of homeschooling points to the next step in 
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Zelizer’s (1985) progression: from the productive child to the priceless child, and now to 

the unique child, wherein children are still priceless, but each for their very own reasons.  
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Table 1: Comparison of Interview and Survey Respondent Characteristics 

 
 Interview Samplea Survey Sampleb  
  n (percent) n (percent) 

Gender 
 

 
Male 3 (7%) 15 (2%) 
Female 43 (93%) 651 (97%) 

Race 
  White 31 (67%) 562 (84%) 

African American or Black 3 (7%) 12 (2%) 
Hispanic of Latino/a 7 (15%) 22 (3%) 
Asian or Asian-American 1 (2%) 2 (0%) 
Native American/American Indian 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Mixed race/More than one selected 4 (9%) 60 (9%) 

Orientation 
  Straight or Heterosexual 40 (87%) 641 (97%) 

Gay or Lesbain 2 (4%) 4 (1%) 
Bisexual 4 (9%) 15 (2%) 

Education Level 
  Some high school 0 (0%) 1 (0%) 

High school diploma or GED 1 (2%) 20 (3%) 
Some college or associate's degree 14 (30%) 188 (28%) 
College diploma 24 (52%) 324 (49%) 
Master's or professional degree 5 (11%) 112 (17% 
Doctoral degree 4 (2%) 22 (3%) 

Yearly Income 
  Under $20,000 3 (7%) 18 (3%) 

$20,000-$39,999 3 (7%) 44 (7%) 
$40,000-$59,999 10 (23%) 87 (14%) 
$60,000-$79,999 2 (5%) 96 (15%) 
$80,000-$99,999 10 (23%) 114 (18%) 
$100,000-$149,999 7 (16%) 185 (29%) 
$150,000-$199,999 2 (5%) 55 (8%) 
$200,000-$499,999 5 (11%) 37 (6%) 
$500,000 or above 0 (0%) 6 (1%) 

   continued on next page 
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Table 1 (cont'd): Comparison of Interview and Survey Respondent Characteristics 

 
Interview Samplea Survey Sampleb  

  n (percent) n (percent) 

Marital Status 
  Married 39 (87%) 629 (94%) 

Partnered (not legally married) 0 (0%) 10 (2%) 
Divorced 2 (5%) 16 (2%) 
Widowed 0 (0%) 4 (1%) 
Single (not partnered/never married) 3 (7%) 9 (1%) 

Political Views 
  Conservative 17 (39%) 335 (50%) 

Moderate 11 (25%) 181 (27%) 
Liberal 16 (36%) 149 (22%) 

Religiosity 
  Non-religious 22 (50%) 178 (27%) 

Religious 22 (50%) 490 (73%) 

	 	 	a n=46 for gender, race, orientation, education level,  
  n=44 for all others 
b n=676 
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Table 2: Interview Respondent Characteristics 
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PART I:  HOMESCHOOLING DISCOURSES 

Chapter 2:  Is There a “Homeschooling Community?” 

 A phrase I encountered regularly throughout my fieldwork for this project was 

“the homeschooling community.” Many parents I interviewed used the phrase to talk 

about homeschoolers in general, even while they also described the factionalization of 

certain groups of homeschoolers, feelings of exclusion from some homeschool groups, 

disconnection between groups, and for a few, a sense that they had no connection to a 

homeschooling community at all.  

 In this chapter, I draw on my experiences attending and participating in 

homeschooling and unschooling conferences and conventions to ask whether there is 

such a thing as a “homeschooling community.” I do so in order to answer the first set of 

questions posed in the introduction: Where do the competing stereotypes about 

homeschoolers come from, and how has homeschooling arisen as a solution to the 

different problems diagnosed by these different groups? I examine the hegemonic, 

alternative, and marginalized discourses that circulate in the popular imagination and in 

homeschooling communities, arguing that there are actually multiple “homeschooling 

communities” that are constituted both physically and discursively, in part through 

groups hosting – and parents and families attending – annual homeschooling conferences 

and conventions. These gatherings construct and create community, both real and 

imagined, for the families that attend them, by emphasizing similarities and points of 

solidarity among homeschoolers, painting a picture of who the “homeschooling family” 

is, and perhaps more importantly, by defining what the homeschooling community is not 
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– that is, who is on the outside of this community, and who its detractors and even 

enemies are. After giving a brief overview of the conferences I attended, I will discuss 

how the “homeschooling community” and the “homeschooling family” are envisioned 

and constituted at these conferences. 

 Between August 2013 and April 2015, I attended a total of five homeschooling 

and unschooling conferences or conventions throughout Texas. Two of these were the 

annual conferences (2013 and 2014) of the Texas Home School Coalition, the state’s 

largest statewide homeschooling advocacy and resource group. One was held by a 

national organization, Great Homeschool Conventions, which puts on four conventions a 

year throughout the United States, including, in 2014, one in Texas. These conferences, 

held at hotel conference centers and convention centers, are multi-day events that attract 

hundreds of families from around the state. Both the Texas Home School Coalition and 

Great Homeschool Conventions identify themselves explicitly as Christian organizations, 

and implicitly as having a conservative, fundamentalist Protestant worldview. I also 

attended two smaller conferences. One was sponsored by the Immaculate Heart of Mary 

Coalition, which organizes national and regional conferences for religiously motivated 

Catholic homeschoolers. This was a one-day, regional conference for South Texas, co-

organized by a local Catholic homeschooling group, which took place in one large room 

of a convention center, and drew a crowd of about one hundred people. The second was 

an even smaller gathering of a group called the Texas Unschoolers. This conference was 

unique among those that I attended for not being a religious event; although some 

families identified as religious, the organization itself has no religious affiliation or 
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mission. Though it was the smallest of the conferences, with fewer than one hundred 

people in attendance, the Texas Unschoolers conference was the longest event, running 

from a Thursday afternoon to Monday morning. All of the events included featured 

speakers, entertainment, and opportunities for socializing, and, with the exception of the 

Texas Unschoolers, each included a marketplace or vendor area in which participants 

could peruse – and purchase – various homeschool curricula and other goods and services 

of interest to homeschooling families.  

 I experienced each of these conferences as a participant-observer. I registered for 

and attended each conference as would any other conference participant, attending 

various talks, workshops, and performances, and perusing the vendor areas, listening to 

many a sales pitch about the merits of particular curricula and products. Throughout each 

day of conference-going, I took notes on the content of talks as well as on my 

observations of the space, the people, and the interactions I witnessed. At the end of each 

day, I typed or audio recorded more detailed notes that also included my impressions of 

themes and trends I saw emerging at the conference, and, starting with the second 

conference, comparing my experience to the other conferences I had attended. I 

transcribed my audio recorded notes and compiled all of my field notes in the qualitative 

coding software MaxQDA, through which I engaged in a process of open and focused 

coding to identify themes, commonalities, and disagreement both among and within the 

conferences (Emerson et al. 1995). I also performed a content analysis the “About Us” 

and/or mission statement pages from each organization’s website, as well as the 

conference programs and any other handouts or materials I received at each event, with 
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an eye to identifying salient themes about how homeschooling communities and families 

are understood by these organizations. 

 Because these were all events that were open to the public (though they all 

required registration, including a registration fee for all but the Catholic conference), I 

have opted not to use pseudonyms for the organizations themselves or for the speakers 

whose talks and workshops I attended, as most of them are nationally recognized public 

speakers. The names and biographical information of the speakers were made available 

on the conference’s websites, and, at the three larger conferences, all conference sessions 

were audio recorded, and the audio recordings made available for purchase by conference 

attendees and non-attendees alike. The exception here is the Texas Unschoolers 

conference. This conference was unique in being a community-based conference, in 

which many participants already knew each other and those who did not were encouraged 

(and provided with ample opportunities) to get to know each other. As a participant in 

this conference, I had (at times quite lengthy and intimate) conversations with many of 

my fellow conference attendees. I use pseudonyms for any of the participants that I 

mention from this conference in order to protect their identities within this community. 

 I selected these particular conferences because they represented the range of 

homeschool conferences available in Texas during the time that I conducted my research. 

Taken together, these conferences represent some of the broad range of homeschooling 

ideologies, discourses, and experiences. Through these conferences, the sponsoring 

organizations both provide a service for, and work to constitute, the homeschooling 

community – or at least some part of it. In the sections that follow, I divide the 
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conferences into three categories: the conservative fundamentalist conferences (including 

the Texas Homeschool Coalition and Great Homeschool Conventions events), the 

Catholic conference, and the Unschooling conference. For each type, I discuss how the 

“homeschooling community” and the “homeschooling family” are envisioned and 

constituted.  

 

THE CHRISTIAN CONFERENCES: TEXAS HOMESCHOOL COALITION AND GREAT 
HOMESCHOOL CONVENTIONS 

Inclusivity and Exclusivity: Homeschooling as a Christian Practice 

 Though neither mention their religious affiliation in their name, both the Texas 

Home School Coalition (THSC) and Great Homeschool Conventions (GHC) are 

explicitly Christian, and more specifically, conservative and fundamentalist Christian, 

organizations.1 On the “About Us” page of their website, THSC describes itself as “the 

state organization for home schooling” which “is dedicated to serving the home school 

community of Texas and promoting a greater knowledge, understanding and acceptance 

of home education in our state.” The website goes on to explain that its Board of 

                                                
1 As scholar Benjamin Bindewald points out, the term “fundamentalist” is a contested 
term, as it is often used as derogatory term to refer to a stereotypical un-educated, back-
woods, “hillbilly” type of person who takes the Bible literally only because they haven’t 
been exposed to other ways of thinking. However, the distinction to be made between 
“evangelical” and “fundamentalist” Christians is an important one. As Bindewald argues, 
“all fundamentalist Christians are evangelicals, but not all evangelicals adhere to all 
fundamentalist beliefs, such as Biblical literalism.” Alongside Bindewald, then, “I choose 
to use the word fundamentalists rather than evangelicals to describe a particular set of 
believers…When I use the term fundamentalist, therefore, I use it in its academic sense – 
distinctly referring to those who adhere to most of the orthodox ideas laid out in The 
Fundamentals – and not as a derisive label” (Bindewald 2015:95). 
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Directors and worldview are “distinctively Christian,” and that “while THSC serves all 

home schoolers in the state of Texas, regardless of ethnicity, religion or creed, its 

publications are also written from a Christian worldview” (THSC 2015a). While THSC is 

quite upfront about being a Christian organization, it also points out that its goal is to 

serve all homeschoolers in the state, and indeed, it bills itself as the homeschooling 

organization for the state of Texas. In fact, the mission statements for the Texas Home 

School Coalition, Inc. (a 501(c)(3) organization that provides support to members), the 

Texas Home School Coalition Association (a 501(c)(4) organization that provides legal 

intervention and assistance to members), and the Texas Home School Coalition Political 

Action Committee do not mention Christianity or a Christian worldview at all, but rather 

focus on actions such as encouraging homeschooling families, protecting parental rights, 

and promoting the practice of homeschooling throughout the state of Texas (THSC 

2015b). It appears then, that THSC attempts to walk a thin line between representing 

itself as open to all homeschoolers, and yet also distinctively Christian. 

 Great Homeschool Conventions (GHC) also walks this line. On their “About Us” 

page, GHC does not explicitly introduce itself as Christian: 

Great Homeschool Conventions are the Homeschool Events of the Year, offering 

outstanding speakers, hundreds of workshops on today’s top parenting and 

homeschooling topics, and the largest homeschool curriculum exhibit halls in the 

USA. We believe passionately in the God-given right and responsibility of parents 

to train and educate their children. We are honored to partner with The National 

Center for Life and Liberty, as we promote and produce homeschool conventions 
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in South Carolina, Texas, Ohio, California, and throughout the United States 

(GHC 2015a). 

By advertising themselves as “the Homeschool Events of the Year,” GHC implies that 

these are events for homeschoolers in general – and notes that they have the largest 

representation of resources for homeschooling families of any other conference. Two 

things point to their association with Christianity: the first is their reference to 

homeschooling as a “God-given right,” and the second is their association with The 

National Center for Life and Liberty, a fundamentalist Christian “nonprofit legal 

ministry” which aims to “protect and defend the Bible-based values upon which our 

nation was founded” (NCLL 2015). Below the “About Us” section of their website, there 

is a section titled “An Important Note,” in which the organization clarifies, but also 

somewhat obscures, its Christian focus. It notes, “Though our Christian faith helps to 

guide how we structure the convention, we do not require that speakers and exhibitors be 

in total agreement with our Statement of Faith.” It explains that it does not allow speakers 

or exhibitors that are anti-Christian, but that it does not guarantee that all speakers and 

exhibitors will be Christian, either. They further state that “our conventions are designed 

to help a broad spectrum of homeschoolers and people considering homeschooling,” and 

therefore they leave it up to individual parents to judge whether a specific speaker or 

resource is right for their particular family (GHC 2015a). It is clear that GHC is an 

expressly Christian organization; this is made even clearer by reading the organization’s 

Statement of Faith (GHC 2015b). However, it might seem from this explanation that the 

conference may not have a completely Christian feel to it. 
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 The conferences put on by both of these organizations are clearly Christian 

spaces. At these conferences, “homeschooling” is assumed to be a Christian practice. 

There seems to be an assumption that everyone who would attend these conferences is 

Christian – and more specifically, a certain kind of conservative, fundamentalist Christian 

that believes in Biblical literalism and male headship of the family, is pro-life, and is anti-

homosexuality. This was reflected in the implicit and explicit content of the conference 

talks, as well as in the embodied practices and postures of the conference.  

 For example, the first year I attended the annual conference of the Texas Home 

School Convention, the keynote speaker was Ken Ham, founder of the Creation Museum 

and expert in “creation science.” Having registered in advance for the conference, I had 

received an email a few weeks prior explaining that, as a controversial figure, Ham was 

expected to draw protestors to the conference site, and advising me (and the other 

conference attendees) that non-engagement is usually the best strategy to deal with such 

protesters. Among the several talks that Ham gave over the course of the 3-day 

conference was one entitled “Learning How to Defend the Christian Faith in Today’s 

World.” In the talk, Ham focused on the question of human origins, contrasting the 

Christian worldview, in which the Bible is understood as a literal account of human 

creation, and the secular scientific worldview, which bases its understanding of human 

origins in scientific observation (for a discussion of the recent increase in opposition by 

conservative/fundamentalist Christians to the involvement of scientists and scientific 

perspectives in public debates, see Evans 2013). Ham argued that the Biblical account is 

to be trusted because it has been provided by “someone who was there, who never tells a 
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lie” – namely, God. To those who argue in favor of the big bang, he advised retorting 

with “you can’t know that – you weren’t there.”  

 Ham’s talk had very little to do with homeschooling – were it not for him 

mentioning the subject in passing once or twice, there was no clear indication that this 

talk was meant to be presented specifically to an audience of homeschooling families. It 

was clear, however, that the assumed audience of the presentation was a Christian 

audience, and particularly one made up of fundamentalist Christians who subscribe to the 

“young Earth creationist” perspective (the belief that the Earth was created just over 

6,000 years ago, in seven days, as told literally in the opening chapters of the book of 

Genesis). Ham did not acknowledge that within Christianity more broadly there are a 

range of beliefs about creation and evolution, or that most mainline Protestant 

denominations in the United States do not profess the young Earth creationist 

perspective.2 In drawing on the evolution versus creation debate for all of his examples of 

how to defend the “Christian worldview,” Ham’s presentation equated “Christianity” 

with a worldview that rejects evolution, implying that homeschoolers, as Christians, 

would subscribe to these beliefs.  

 While it is impossible to know what percentage of conference attendees actually 

subscribe to this perspective, it was quite clear that this was presumed – by both the 

conference organizers and attendees - to be the norm. The promotional materials for the 

                                                
2 According to a 2013 report by the Pew Research Center, about 33% of Americans reject 
the idea of evolution, but this rate varies widely by religious denomination, with 64% of 
white evangelical Protestants, 50% of black Protestants, and 15% of white mainline 
Protestants rejecting evolution (Pew Research Center 2013a). 
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conference and the conference program featured Ham and his multiple talks quite 

prominently, and emails leading up to the event discussed how excited THSC was to 

have him as a keynote speaker, along with the warnings about likely protesters outside 

the conference hotel. The attendees themselves also affirmed this assumption. For 

example, as part of explaining why evolution should not be taught in American public 

schools, Ham declared that the reason “we’ve lost Biblical authority in this nation” is that 

Christians have failed to defend the Bible – causing the audience to erupt into applause. 

Similar patterns occurred in terms of messaging about abortion and homosexuality. These 

topics came up frequently at these conferences, including at talks specifically about these 

issues, but also as examples in seemingly unrelated talks. Not once at any of the 

conferences did I hear any talk about homosexuality that strayed from the strict message 

that homosexuality is bad, sinful, and a threat to Christianity (and even to homeschooling 

itself). Survey research has shown that Evangelical Christians’ attitudes toward 

homosexuality have seen a gradual shift toward the liberal over time, and Thomas and 

Olson (2012) have also found evidence of changes over time in the sources of moral 

authority claimed by evangelical elites on the subject of homosexuality over the last half 

century. Similarly, Bean and Martinez (2014) note an increase in “structural 

ambivalence” of evangelicals toward homosexuality, wherein they continue to disapprove 

of the practice but support some degree of equal rights. This increased tolerance for 

homosexuality among evangelicals more broadly, however, was not reflected in the 

conferences I attended, and in fact, the vehement insistence on an anti-homosexual stance 
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may have been in part a reaction to these trends, serving as a way to set “these” 

Christians apart from “other” Christians (Moon 2005). 

 Similarly, one of the featured speakers at the GHC conference was Rebecca 

Keisling, a spokeswoman for Personhood USA, a national anti-abortion organization. 

Keisling’s talk was about her efforts to convince politicians and other prominent figures 

(including former Texas Governor, Rick Perry) to be “100% pro-life, no exceptions” – 

meaning no exceptions for cases of rape or incest – despite the fact that many Christian 

denominations in the United States, including the Southern Baptist Convention (the 

largest evangelical denomination) acknowledge, at the least, “very rare cases” in which 

abortion is acceptable (Pew Research Center 2013b). Keisling’s talk was one of the 

featured evening events at the GHC conference; there were no other talks scheduled 

opposite it, and, as child-care services had ended for the day, it was billed as being an 

event for the whole family to attend. Despite GHC’s assertion that the conference is 

meant for a “broad range” of homeschoolers, the centrality of this event made clear that 

there was an expectation that conference attendees would be interested in, and aligned 

with, this message.	

 The audience participated in the Christian messaging of the conference in other 

ways as well. Most of the conference sessions began with – and some also ended with – 

prayer, led either by the speaker or the individual who introduced the speaker. Inevitably, 

as soon as a speaker announced that we would be praying, the room would grow quiet 

and heads would bow, and at the end of the prayer, many members of the audience would 

mutter an “Amen” along with the speaker. This embodied response was something that 
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seemed expected, and this sense of expectation was reinforced by the near-complete 

participation of the audience members. I include myself in this near-complete 

participation. Having participated in several Evangelical events growing up, I had a sense 

of what was expected of me in terms of bodily posture and participation in prayer, and I 

did my best to embody these expectations, both out of respect for other participants, and 

out of a sense of the compulsory nature of such participation (see Barton 2011). For 

example, the 2014 THSC conference featured talks and performances by the Duggar 

family, the homeschooling family of reality TV fame mentioned in the previous chapter. 

The Duggar matriarch, Michelle, gave a talk in a huge hotel ballroom to an audience of 

about 700 people, mostly mothers, about instilling important character traits in yourself 

and your children. She began her talk by inviting the audience to join in singing their 

family hymn, the theme of which is having a house united in serving the Lord. The tune – 

that of the hymn “Be Thou My Vision” – was familiar to me, and the words to the song 

were projected on the room’s multiple screens via PowerPoint, and I found myself 

singing along, feeling like it would be awkward not to do so. In fact, it felt like everyone 

in the room was singing, and I noted later in my field notes how beautiful it sounded, 

having that many people singing together, and how the singing served to create a sense of 

togetherness and community in such a large space. I noticed people looking around and 

smiling at each other as we sang. 

 Both the conference organizers and the conference attendees worked to uphold 

these conferences as Christian spaces – and in particular, as conservative, fundamentalist 

Christian spaces. While non-Christians were ostensibly welcomed to attend, both the 
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content and the embodied practices of these conferences reinforced the idea that 

homeschooling is a Christian phenomenon. The “homeschooling community” 

constructed at these conferences is thus a Christian community. However, there was some 

variation between the THSC and GHC conferences in terms of the consistency of this 

messaging. The messaging at the THSC conferences seemed very tightly controlled, and 

all of the THSC-endorsed speakers were explicitly Christian in their messaging. At the 

GHC conference, however, there was a bit less uniformity of messaging. While most of 

the speakers were explicitly Christian, some were not, and it was more common for 

Christian themes to be peripheral, rather than central, in the talks I attended at the GHC 

conference.  

 In part, I believe this is due to the difference in the missions of the two 

organizations. GHC is an organization wholly dedicated to putting on homeschool 

conventions, while for THSC, the annual conference is only one of many events and 

services it provides. For both organizations, profit seems to be important to the success of 

these events: both prominently feature a large marketplace/vendor arena, and attendees 

are frequently encouraged to shop for curricula and other supplies as part of the 

conference experience. However, I argue that GHC is more profit-driven than THSC, 

which is more ideologically-driven. The profit made from the THSC conference helps 

support the other activities of the organization, including legal support, political lobbying, 

and generally raising the profile of homeschooling within the state of Texas, whereas the 

profit GHC incurs from their conferences helps them to sustain the organization for 

purpose of putting on future conferences. Evidence of this can be seen in how vendor 
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presentations related to featured talks at each of the conferences. At the THSC 

conferences, THSC-endorsed speakers were separated from vendor-sponsored talks and 

presentations. They were listed in separate places on the conference website and in 

separate sections of the conference program, and they were held in different sets of rooms 

within the conference hotel. At the GHC conference, on the other hand, there was no 

physical separation, either in the conference space or in the way talks are listed in the 

conference program, between the featured speakers and the vendor presentations. 

Because the vendors at GHC are not required to be explicitly Christian, there was less of 

an explicit focus on clearly Christian messaging in some of the presentations that I 

attended at the GHC conference.   

Us vs. Them: Homeschoolers Under Attack 
 
 Another method through which the homeschooling community was constituted at 

these conferences was through frequent mentions of enemies, danger, and being “under 

attack” as Christians and as homeschoolers.3 This discourse of being under attack served 

to solidify a sense of an “us” in an “us versus them” dynamic. While this discourse was 

usually invoked with reference to broader attacks on Christianity, Christian culture, 

                                                
3 Bindewald argues that fundamentalism as a movement, rather than simply a belief 
system, arose within Protestant Christianity in the United States in the late 19th century in 
response to similar feelings of being threatened or under attack. He writes, “As prominent 
Protestant clergymen and theologians began to apply the tools of modern science to the 
study of the Bible and many believers shifted to a more liberal, contextualized, and 
figurative interpretation of scripture, those who continued to interpret the Bible literally 
felt increasingly marginalized, even within their own church communities. Many of these 
individuals began to separate themselves from mainline Protestantism and from 
mainstream American society” (Bindewald 2015:95). 
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and/or Christian values, it was also frequently tied specifically to the idea of threats to the 

homeschooling community.  

 The first session of the first conference I attended – the 2013 THSC conference – 

began with a prayer offered by one of the THSC board members. In this prayer, the 

speaker referenced being a part of a culture in which there is an ongoing battle between 

darkness and light – with the light, presumably, being Christian values, as upheld by 

homeschooling families. This was the first of many references to battles, enemies, and 

attacks that I heard at the three fundamentalist Christian conferences I attended. Among 

the many “threats” and “enemies” I heard mentioned over the course of these three 

conferences were homosexuality, the sexual revolution, sexual experimentation, atheism, 

Child Protective Services, colleges and universities, public schools, Common Core, the 

state legislature, the radical left, non-Biblically sound “Christian” teachings, Washington 

D.C., politicians, the government in general, and, of course, the devil himself. 

 For example, at both of the THSC conferences I attended, I heard THSC President 

Tim Lambert talk about what he calls “CPS danger.” Lambert framed the encroachment 

of Child Protective Services into the homes of homeschooling families as a significant 

threat to such families. He warned homeschooling mothers of the importance of knowing 

their rights, instructing them, for example, that the CPS worker was obligated to tell them 

the nature of any complaint against them, and that they were not obligated to let the 

worker into their home. Lambert advised mothers to ask for the CPS worker’s card and to 

have their husband call when he arrives home from work. He explained that the 

temptation would be to let them in and let them talk to your children, especially if you 
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feel like you have nothing to hide, but he cautioned against doing this, noting that as soon 

as you give them access to your children, they will have the ability to distort or 

misrepresent what your children say in order to build a case against you. The clear 

message was that CPS is a means through which the government can encroach on family 

life.  

 This message was reinforced in other ways at the conferences. For example, a 

video played at the beginning of several talks at the 2014 THSC conference profiled a 

homeschooling family whose children – biological, adopted, and foster – had been 

removed from the home following what the video characterized as unwarranted visit from 

CPS, following an incident in which their four-year-old wandered away from the home 

(but was returned home unharmed). The dramatic re-telling of the events in the video 

gave it the feel of an episode of Dateline, meant to scare you into realizing that this could 

happen to your family, too. At one point, someone in the video remarked, “the state 

makes a horrible parent.” The overall effect of the video was to cast the state – in the 

form of CPS – as the enemy, out to attack not just this individual family, but by 

extension, all homeschooling families. 

 In many of the examples of speakers bringing up “enemies” and “battles,” the 

object being battled for was the right of parents to raise their children according to their 

beliefs, including the right to homeschool. In a talk about understanding the U.S. 

Constitution at the 2013 THSC conference, David Gibbs, an attorney and founder of the 

National Center for Life and Liberty, noted that the next “battleground” for the fight to 

protect the constitutional rights of parents would be over the definition of child abuse. At 
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another talk, this time at the GHC conference, Gibbs elaborated on this theme, this time 

linking it to homosexuality and the “homosexual agenda” that has found its way into 

government, education, businesses, and even many churches. Gibbs argued that the future 

of homeschooling is a future the devil would like to attack. This talk focused on 

identifying some of these specific threats and teaching the audience how to guard against 

them.  

The first threat he identified – which he spent more time discussing than the other 

three threats combined – was homosexuality. He claimed that homosexuals, who have 

become a “powerful public interest group,” do not like “that you are home educating your 

children.” The reason why, he explained, is that by homeschooling, the (presumably 

fundamentalist) parents in the audience are shielding their children from the belief, now 

taught in U.S. public schools, that homosexuality is natural and normal. With an air of 

certainty, Gibbs argued that “the homosexuals” will “attack” our right to homeschool by 

characterizing teaching your children that homosexuality is a sin as a form of child abuse 

(also implying that there are no gay or lesbian homeschoolers). This, Gibbs argued, is a 

threat not only to parental rights, but to Christian values writ large. 

 Nowhere was this fight against Christian values portrayed as being fought harder 

than in America’s public schools, from elementary school to public colleges. In another 

THSC-produced video played at the beginning of some of the talks, public schools were 

described as not just being secular, but as being explicitly anti-Christian. Mandated 

attendance at public schools and efforts to restrict homeschooling were portrayed as ways 

to erase Christianity from American culture. Dr. Duke Pesta, the Academic Director of 
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Freedom Project Education, an organization which bills itself as being “at the forefront in 

the fight to educate families without ideological spin or government control,” spoke at 

both the 2014 THSC conference and the GHC conference (Freedom Project USA 2016). 

Pesta, who, ironically, is also a Professor of English at the University of Wisconsin – Osh 

Kosh (a public university), claimed that American public schools have been hijacked by 

those whose primary agenda is to teach “liberal” sexuality to children as young as five 

years old. This, he explained, was being done in part through the introduction of the 

Common Core,4 which in one talk he referred to as “educational terrorism.” Furthermore, 

America’s public universities, he argued, no longer focus on educational attainment but 

rather on indoctrination and ideology, with the goal of drawing students toward the 

“radical left.” This is accomplished not only in the classroom, he explained, but in the 

dormitories as well; he recounted several examples of experiences that students had 

described to him, including being coerced to watch pornography at dorm orientation, 

being encouraged by upperclassmen to experiment sexually and to “become” bisexual, 

and one particularly disturbing story in which a Resident Assistant was said to have 

handed out in one weekend what was intended to be the dorm’s supply for the year of 

                                                
4 The Common Core is a set of common academic standards for the United States. 
Common Core was implemented in 2010, at the Federal level with the cooperation of 
most U.S. states, and as of August 2015, it has been adopted by 42 U.S. states and several 
U.S. territories (CCSSI 2016). The implementation of Common Core has been 
controversial, with several states who had initially adopted the standards rejecting and 
replacing them. Criticisms of the Common Core standards have been widespread and 
multiple, from the content of the standards and the “new” pedagogical methods, to the 
financial interests of some of the parties involved in their design and implementation 
(Robelen 2014). Interestingly, Texas is one of the states that has not adopted the 
Common Core standards. 
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condoms and emergency contraception (which Pesta referred to as the “morning after 

abortion pill”). These stories seemed designed to rile up the parents in the audience and 

make them quite fearful of public schools – though Pesta admitted that even many private 

religious colleges aren’t much better. 

 The figurative carriers of meaning outlined by Social Movements scholar James 

Jasper are helpful for understanding the way that these talks create a sense of communal 

identity for homeschoolers. We can understand the frequent use of the metaphor of 

homeschooling, and Christians in general, as being under attack as a “frame,” which 

Jasper defines as “a kind of underlying metaphor that includes diagnosis of a problem, 

suggests solutions, and hopefully motivates action” (Jasper 2014:50). In this case, the 

diagnosed problem is that Christianity is under attack from secular, science-oriented, and 

sexually liberal forces, and that public schools are a main site at which this battle is 

taking place. Frames, Jasper explains, are intimately connected to, and help to produce, 

collective identities: “If frames tend to diagnose the problems that need to be fixed, 

collective identities suggest the group that is supposed to fix them” (2014:51). Character 

tropes, such as heroes, villains, victims, and minions shape the moral arc of this 

metaphor. The homeschooling community is cast here as both the victim and the hero of 

this battle story; more specifically, their children are cast as the victims, and the parents 

as the heroes who save their children from the villain – in this case, the government and 

those who determine the national education agenda – and its minions, the public schools 

and those who work in them, including “bystanders” who do nothing to stop the attack 
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(see Jasper 2014:54 for a discussion of the role of characters in shaping the cultural 

meanings of social movements). 

 In these “battle” scenarios, the state and the government were often portrayed as a 

huge part of the problem, and government encroachment into the spheres of religion and 

the family as perhaps the largest threat to Christian/homeschooling families. 

Interestingly, in this discourse, government often served as both problem and solution, 

indicating that government is understood as a place primarily inhabited by villains and 

minions, but also (potentially) by heroes who could redeem the institution. Activities that 

were recommended to combat these threats included lobbying elected officials to support 

parents’ rights and pro-homeschooling laws and supporting and voting for certain 

candidates for both state and national office. At one of the THSC conferences, a Texas 

State Senator was introduced by Tim Lambert as one of the most ardent supporters of 

homeschooling in the state legislature. Lambert also demanded state financial support for 

homeschooling. And on the last day of the GHC conference, I was approached by 

someone with a clipboard asking me to sign a petition encouraging Ben Carson – who 

would be speaking at the conference later that night – to run for U.S. President.5 This 

made it clear that it was not government itself being portrayed as the enemy, but rather, a 

secular, anti-Christian government that was perpetrating many of these “attacks” on 

Christianity.  

                                                
5 Ben Carson, a retired neurosurgeon known for his conservative social views, did in fact 
enter the large pool of Republican primary candidates for the 2016 presidential election, 
but suspended his campaign shortly after Super Tuesday, announcing that he would 
become the new chairman of My Faith Votes, a national organization that seeks to 
encourage Christians to vote (Kopan 2016). 
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Mom’s and Dad’s Roles – Gender Complementarianism and Christian 

Homeschooling  

 I have argued thus far that at the fundamentalist Christian conferences, 

homeschooling is constructed as a Christian, and specifically, fundamentalist practice, 

and that the “homeschooling community” is constituted as a community of Christians 

who are under attack from multiple forces within a secular, religiously intolerant society. 

In this section, I argue that these conferences are not just sites of community 

construction, but of family construction as well. At these conferences, clearly defined and 

complementary roles of mother/wife and husband/father are continually reinforced, and 

the hierarchy of authority that places parents over children strongly endorsed. 

 The overwhelming assumption of speakers, vendors, and participants was that 

homeschooling families were made up of a heterosexual, married mother and father and 

their children, and that the mother was the family member who was responsible for 

homeschooling. In two different talks, one at the 2013 conference and one at the 2014 

conference, THSC President Tim Lambert drew hearty and appreciative laughter from the 

audience when he made the joke that dads saying “we homeschool” is like when dads say 

“we’re pregnant” – yes, both parents are involved, but the mother is the one doing all the 

work. The more practically-oriented talks I attended, with titles such as “Help! I Have 

Preschoolers,” “Getting It All Done,” and “Organizing for Real Families,” had mothers – 

or “homeschooling mamas,” as they were often affectionately called – as their intended 

audience, with the presenters frequently referring to the audience as “all you moms.” 

That mothers are presumed to do most of the work was reinforced by the occasional 
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reference to “dad’s role,” as in a talk given by Tim Lambert at the 2013 THSC 

conference called “So What’s the Dad Supposed to Do?”  

 Motherhood was constructed at this conference as women’s primary role; service 

to the good of the family was seen as being a mother’s primary responsibility (see Pevey, 

Williams, and Ellison 1996). That mothers would inhabit this role was understood as 

being both natural and desirable. For example, in a talk at the GHC conference designed 

to encourage mothers to “stay the course” with homeschooling, the speaker listed several 

reasons why “we” homeschool. The first reason she gave is because it’s good for our 

kids. She explained that as mothers, “we” intuitively know – and want – what is best for 

our children, and we know that homeschooling is best for them. One reason it is best, she 

argued, is that moms – because they are mothers – are their kids’ best advocates. In this 

argument, the speaker constructs mothering as natural – a capacity that women just have. 

She also explained that homeschooling is good for mothers. Homeschooling mothers get 

to see their children at their best times of day, not just in the mornings and evenings when 

everyone is tired, rushed, and cranky. They get to know their children’s best selves, and 

in a deeper and more meaningful way than do moms whose kids go to school. In this 

argument, it is assumed that this ability to spend more quality time with children is 

something that is not just good for kids, but is something mothers will find rewarding. In 

this way, the speaker also constructs intensive mothering as desirable. 

 Reinforcing the view that motherhood is both natural and desirable was a 

discourse of children as a blessing. One speaker talked about how, as Christians, we 

believe that all children are masterpieces made by God, and that we need to care for them 
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as if this is true. Children are seen as something entrusted to their parents by God, and 

therefore motherhood is understood as a divinely ordained role. And if all children are 

blessings, it follows that having many children means having many blessings. Before her 

presentation began, the speaker at the session on “staying the course” introduced herself 

individually to each audience member as they came into the room, and asked them how 

many kids they had and how long they had been homeschooling.6 When one woman said 

she had three children she responded “what a fortunate mother,” and later when another 

mother said she had four children she again told her she was a “fortunate woman.” 

Interestingly, I did not hear her say this to anybody who told her they only had one or two 

children, so the message that came across was that you are especially blessed when you 

have many children. Those with a large number of children wore this as a badge of 

honor; this was especially played up in the introductions to speakers who had seven or 

more children. The speaker biographies in the conference programs frequently noted how 

many children a speaker had, including several that had seven or eight children, one who 

had 14, and of course, Jim Bob and Michelle Duggar, who have 19 children. Of the 19 

speakers at the 2013 and 2014 THSC convention programs who had the number of 

                                                
6 When I answered the speaker’s query by telling her that I didn’t have any children, she 
seemed very surprised. I explained that I was there because I am writing about 
homeschooling for my dissertation. She welcomed me and said that she hoped I got 
something out of the session, even though it was designed for mothers who had been 
homeschooling for a while. 
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children mentioned in their speaker bios7, an average of 5.8 children were reported per 

family. 

 Despite constructing motherhood as natural, desirable, and divinely ordained, and 

mothers of multiple children as especially blessed, there were also frequent 

acknowledgements throughout the conferences that mothering is very hard, and often 

thankless work, and that the day-to-day lives of mothers are far from idyllic. One of the 

most frequently repeated messages at these conferences was that moms need a lot of 

encouragement – from their husbands, from their children, from God, and from each 

other – in order to continue to do the work of mothering. I heard frequent jokes about 

how often mothers think about quitting homeschooling, and how they would sometimes 

watch the school bus drive by in the mornings and long for their children to be climbing 

aboard. Many of the talks served to remind mothers of the reasons that they homeschool, 

and to renew their conviction that homeschooling is an important and worthwhile 

endeavor. I heard several women at the THSC conferences talking about the annual 

“Homeschooling Moms’ Winter Summit” that THSC co-sponsors. In one of my visits to 

the vendor area I was given a brochure about the summit and encouraged by the woman 

handing it to me to attend. She described it as a weekend to get away, to have your heart 

and soul refreshed, and to give you the strength and inspiration you need to finish out the 

homeschooling year.  

                                                
7 There were several people who were featured speakers at both conferences; they were 
only counted once. In cases where a husband and wife were both speaking, I only 
counted one listing for each family.  
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 One of the goals of these conferences, then, seemed to be to constitute the 

homeschooling community through renewal of the mothers’ spirits and their commitment 

to the practice of homeschooling. In her book about the role of emotion in the social 

movements formed at the start of the AIDS epidemic, Deborah Gould argues that “feeling 

and emotion are fundamental to political life…in the sense that there is an affective 

dimension to the processes and practices that make up ‘the political,’ broadly defined” 

(Gould 2009:3). More specifically, these conferences can be understood as rituals which, 

Jasper explains, are an important part of social movements, serving to make the meanings 

and frames of the movement “salient for participants,” in part by “elicit[ing] emotions, 

such as awe, joy, or solidarity” (Jasper 2014:60). Ritual spaces, such as these 

conferences, can elicit immediate, temporally short “reflex emotions,” but more 

importantly in this context, they also impact “moods,” which are more sustained feelings 

than reflex emotions, that, when positive, can leave participants “ready to redouble our 

efforts on behalf of the cause” (2014:64–65), and can be sustained for long periods of 

time after the ritual itself has ended. 

 Though the mother’s role was constructed as being responsible for the care and 

education of the children, the father was described as the head of the household, the one 

ultimately in charge, or, in an analogy I heard on multiple occasions, the “principal” of 

the homeschool in which mom is the teacher (mirroring the gender segregation actually 

seen in these occupations; see DPE Research Department 2014; Hegewisch et al. 2010). 

The father was also constructed as being the bridge between the family and the state, in 

that any issue that required interfacing with the state was described as something the 
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father should do. For example, one speaker noted that it is the father’s responsibility to 

know the homeschooling laws and to make sure that they are being followed, with 

another speaker adding that this is not something with which mothers should be 

burdened. Fathers should also be responsible for keeping and managing all records 

related to the children’s schooling, in case those records should ever be needed to 

substantiate their education to an outside authority. And, in the eyes of God, several 

speakers argued, fathers are accountable for everything that goes on in the house, 

including everything that the children are taught by the mother (see Pevey et al. 1996). 

 One speaker used the analogy of sled dogs, with the father being the lead dog, and 

the mother being the second dog. It is the job of the lead dog, he explained, to follow the 

commands of the master. It is the job of the second dog, however, to follow the lead dog. 

If the master commands the dogs to go left, and the lead dog goes right, the lead dog is in 

the wrong, but if the second dog attempts to go left, following the master’s command 

instead of following the lead dog, that dog is also in the wrong. By this logic, if the 

mother teaches anything in the home that is, for example, not Biblically correct, but she is 

following the leadership of her husband, then she is blameless before God, because it is 

the husband’s duty to follow the commands of God, and the wife’s duty to follow her 

husband. Therefore, the success of the homeschooling project ultimately rests in dad’s 

hands: if the mother is struggling, it is up to the father to figure out how to help her. In 

this way, the father’s role is also to support his wife. In one talk, the speaker suggested 

that, besides being the leader of the family, they are expected – by God and by their 

wives – to support their wives by praying for them, by praying with them, and by giving 
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them time off when they need it, both to plan and also to rest. One speaker suggested, for 

example, that Sunday evenings were a good time for fathers to spend time with their 

children, giving their wives a few hours to plan the week’s lessons and to read or take a 

bubble bath or do something else entirely by and for herself, so that she can start the 

week off feeling renewed and refreshed.  

 

 

Training the Child: Discourses about Childhood 
 
 The chain of authority that starts with God, then goes to the husband/father, and 

then to the wife/mother, continues down the hierarchy to the children. It should not be 

surprising, then, that there was a lot of focus at these conferences on the importance of 

obedience or what some referred to as child “training.” It was emphasized that, because 

parents have authority, it is their responsibility to guide their children and to promote 

righteous behavior, and it is parents (particularly mothers) who are accountable before 

God for their children’s behavior.  

 Much of the focus in talking about children was on instilling values and virtues 

and in developing character. A frequently repeated message was that, while the “school 

stuff” – like learning to read and write and do math – is important, the most important 

lessons you teach your children through homeschooling are those focused on their 

character. The talk that Michelle Duggar gave at the 2014 THSC conference was centered 

on character development, which she argued is the most important task in raising 
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children. She described how they have charts of various positive and negative character 

traits posted around their house, and that her children learn from a very young age to 

name and define these character traits, as well as to identify their opposite. As part of her 

talk, she listed what she believes are the top three character traits to develop in children: 

attentiveness (as opposed to unconcern), obedience (as opposed to willfulness), and self-

control (as opposed to self-indulgence). She defined attentiveness as “showing the worth 

of a person by giving undivided concentration to his words and emotions,” and explained 

that this trait is especially important for homeschooling kids if they are going to learn 

from their mother at home. Obedience she defined as “the freedom to be creative under 

God-given authority.” She emphasized that obedience from children did not just mean 

they do as they are told, but that they do so “instantly, cheerfully, thoroughly, and 

unconditionally.” Finally, she defined self-control as “instant obedience to the initial 

prompting of God’s spirit.” To illustrate how her children learn these character traits, 

Michelle showed a video of Josie – child #19 – reciting the definition of self-control, with 

great enthusiasm, over and over again, explaining that Josie was learning self-control as 

she was being potty trained.  

 Several speakers at these conferences encouraged parents to use corporal 

punishment in training their children to be obedient. Most speakers talked about corporal 

punishment using many qualifiers – for example, that it should never be done in anger, it 

should be done with the goal of training the child rather than punishing, and it should not 

cause lasting injury to the child. However, some of the older women, including Tim 

Lambert’s wife, Lyndsay, spoke longingly of the days when they could use a switch on 



 67 

their child in public so that discipline could happen immediately following the offending 

infraction. Not everyone at the conference assumed that parents attending the conference 

use corporal punishment. Some speakers would qualify advice about corporal punishment 

by beginning their statements with “if you use corporal punishment.” But not once during 

any of the conferences did I hear anyone advise against using corporal punishment at all.  

 Much of the talk about training children and guiding their character development 

was gender-specific. A few speakers gave two separate talks on the same subject (e.g., 

etiquette, the most important homeschooling lessons, learning styles) that were separated 

by gender. Interestingly, these talks often contained very similar content, but they were 

always framed as being gender-specific. For example, one of the 2014 THSC keynote 

speakers, Todd Wilson, Christian author and founder of Familyman Ministries, gave one 

talk called “Raising Dangerous Sons in a Safe and Mediocre World,” followed later that 

day by a talk called “Ten Things to Teach Your Daughter Before She Graduates.” While 

there were very gender-specific points made in each talk, the primary message of each of 

these talks was very similar: that parents must model for their children how to be good 

husbands/fathers or wives/mothers and be devoted to God and to their families, by doing 

this themselves. By dividing the content into two separate talks, however, the effect was 

to reinforce the idea that boys and girls are very different from each other, and that all 

boys have certain needs, while all girls have other needs. 

In all of these talks, there was an expectation of children’s future heterosexuality: 

boys were always framed as future husbands and fathers, and girls as future wives and 

mothers, within the context of heterosexual families. However, children are expected to 
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be heterosexual in the future, but not in the present. Speakers emphasized that sex and 

sexuality were very dangerous for children (recall that a liberal, sexually permissive 

culture was one of the constructed “enemies” of the homeschooling movement), and the 

overall message was that any exposure of children to sexual themes is threatening and 

harmful.  

However, there was one notable counter-discourse that appeared in a talk at the 

GHC conference about protecting children from child sexual abuse. The speaker, Jennifer 

Hillman, a young mother of two daughters, was at the conference promoting a program 

she had developed called “Bailey Bee Believes,” the aim of which is to educate and 

empower both parents and children in order to reduce the incidence of child sexual abuse 

(CSA). Hillman argued that a necessary step toward eradicating CSA is to talk about it 

openly in our communities, giving children access to certain knowledge that can make 

them less likely targets of CSA, and more likely to report inappropriate behavior from 

adults. She advocated for teaching children the proper terms for their anatomy, including 

genitals, because, she argued, predators rely on children not having the vocabulary to tell 

others about experiences of abuse. She also advocated teaching children as young as two 

years old about the concept of personal space – using a hula hoop to demonstrate what 

your personal space is – and making a rule that nobody is allowed into your personal 

space without your permission, including mom and dad. She noted that this is something 

that is really hard for most parents to swallow, because they do not like the idea of their 

children being able to say, “no, I don’t want to hug you right now,” but that it is essential 
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that children know that they get to decide who does and does not come into their personal 

space.  

Hillman’s presentation countered the dominant discourses of the conferences in 

two ways. First, she complicated the idea that any exposure of children to sexual themes 

is dangerous by arguing that not educating children about some things, like the proper 

terms for their body parts and the potential for inappropriate touch, actually puts children 

at higher risk for sexual abuse. Second, she complicated the message that parents have 

complete authority over their children’s bodies, including the right to physically 

discipline them, by teaching that even mom and dad should have to ask permission to 

touch their child’s body. The fact that Hillman’s presentation felt so surprising to me is 

illustrative of how otherwise strong and consistent these messages were across these three 

conferences. 

The Take-Away Message: Parents’ Rights  
 
 Unifying the messages about the Christian homeschooling community and the 

proper homeschooling family was the theme of the importance of parents’ rights and 

authority. While this was especially evident at the 2014 THSC conference, during which 

several videos were shown emphasizing the theme of parental rights being under attack, 

this was a clear message at each of the three fundamentalist Christian conferences that I 

attended. Homeschooling is a right parents have, the argument goes, because parents – 

not the state – are given authority by God to raise their children. With this authority 

comes responsibility, so God charges parents with providing the best possible education 
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and faith-formation environment for their children, which, due to increasing secular 

influence on public schools, often means homeschooling. In emphasizing the rights of 

parents – and in particular, the view that these rights are under attack from a secular 

government – these conferences constitute the family and the state (with public schools 

as an arm of the state) as fundamentally opposed to one another. The “homeschooling 

community” is thus constituted as a group of parents who are resisting the encroachment 

of the government into family life by asserting their right as parents to homeschool their 

children. 

THE CATHOLIC CONFERENCE: IMMACULATE HEART OF MARY HOMESCHOOLING 
CONFERENCE  

Shared Identity: Catholic Homeschoolers as Double Outsiders 
 
 In the Spring of 2015, I attended a one-day regional conference for South Texas 

sponsored by the Immaculate Heart of Mary Coalition, a Catholic organization that hosts 

an annual national homeschooling conference in addition to sponsoring smaller regional 

conferences throughout the United States (IHM 2015). The conference, which was held 

in a suburban town just north of San Antonio, was co-organized by a San Antonio-based 

Catholic homeschool support group. Like the fundamentalist conferences discussed 

above, this conference was also held at a large conference center, but unlike those 

conferences, the IHM conference took place entirely within one large room of the center. 

Half the room was set up with tables of vendors, and half was set up with rows of chairs 

facing a stage. On the stage sat a podium adorned with flowers and, next to the podium, a 

small table with a blue tablecloth, a potted plant, and an 18-inch tall statue of the Virgin 
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Mary – a clear way of signaling the distinctly Catholic nature of the conference.8 “Marian 

adoration,” or the practice of revering and praying to Mary, is often seen as being the 

practice that makes Catholics most different from Protestant Christians, and it plays a 

particularly central role in the practices of conservative Catholics in the United States. 

Thus, invoking Mary in the name of the organization and featuring Marian symbols 

prominently at the conference serve as ways to mark the space as distinctly Catholic, and 

more specifically, as doctrinally conservative (Gillis 1999; Margry 2010; Stevens-Arroyo 

1999). 

 There were notable differences between this conference and the fundamentalist 

conferences aside from it being much smaller in size and scale; however, there were also 

some important similarities. These points of overlap and departure help illustrate how this 

conference constitutes the “homeschooling community” and the ideal homeschooling 

family differently.  

 Though this was a very small conference – I estimated that there were between 

100 and 150 people in attendance – and just a one-day event, the IHM conference had a 

very formal feel to it. Like the fundamentalist conferences, there were formal 

introductions of each of the speakers, all of whom had some sort of national presence 

                                                
8 Mary, the mother of Jesus, plays a distinctly central role in contemporary Catholic 
worship and culture. Though not held on par with Jesus and thus not “worshipped” per 
se, Mary is ascribed a status that separates her from all other humans through two central 
doctrines: first, that she was conceived without sin (thus allowing her to be a vessel for 
birthing the Son of God), and second, that instead of dying, Mary was assumed – in body 
– into heaven. Mary is said to have appeared to various Catholics around the world, in 
one instance teaching a young child the set of prayers that would become the Catholic 
practice of praying the Rosary.  
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within the larger network of Catholic homeschoolers. The speakers all spoke from the 

podium on stage, setting them apart from the audience, and each gave a formal talk with a 

question and answer session at the end. While there was some focus on socializing – 

more people introduced themselves and chatted with me in that one afternoon than had 

done so at the other three conferences combined – this wasn’t the focus of the event, and 

it was very easy to more or less keep to oneself, though not quite as much so as at the 

very large conferences, where staying anonymous was quite effortless. 

 At this conference, the “outsider” status of Catholic homeschoolers was very 

clear. On the one hand, these were people who were homeschooling for explicitly 

religious reasons, so much of the rhetoric about motherhood, childhood, and the 

importance of Christian values and faith was similar to what I heard at the fundamentalist 

conferences. But on the other, this conference was very much steeped in Catholic 

symbolism, identity, and traditions, which served to set these conference goers apart from 

their Protestant counterparts. The most prominent of these markers was the focus on 

Marian adoration. As indicated by the name of the organization, Mary was a central 

figure in this conference: rosaries were being sold at several vendor tables, Marian prayer 

cards were on display, and Mary’s role as a mother was invoked multiple times 

throughout the talks. Even when the content of the talks was very similar to the talks I 

heard at the other conferences, they were always infused with mentions of the Catholic 

Church, Mary, the Saints, the Pope, and other distinctly Catholic phenomena. These 

frequent references to Catholicism served rhetorically to set these homeschoolers apart 

from other religious homeschoolers by emphasizing their distinctly Catholic identity.  
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 Unlike at the fundamentalist conferences, at which “homeschooler” was equated 

with “fundamentalist Christian,” there was no attempt made at this conference to depict 

Catholic homeschoolers as the norm or even as the “correct” type of homeschooler. 

Instead, Catholic homeschoolers were depicted as being different enough from 

fundamentalist Protestant homeschoolers to warrant having their own spaces, support 

groups, and conferences. At the same time, they were also discursively set apart from the 

majority of mainstream “cafeteria Catholics” – a pejorative term for Catholics who pick 

and choose, as if from a cafeteria, which Catholic beliefs and practices to ascribe to and 

which to discard. Distinctions were made between those who are Catholic in name but 

not in practice, and those who are Catholic in their commitment to the true Church. One 

speaker recounted looking into Catholic schools for her children when they were 

elementary school age, but deciding against them because the only thing that was 

Catholic about them was that there was a Crucifix on the wall. This, she explained, was 

in the 1970s, the beginning of the era of “cutting and pasting for Jesus” – a reference to 

the era immediately following the second Vatican Council, the aim of which was to bring 

the Church into the “modern world,” which saw controversial changes in Catholic 

worship and, in the United States at least, an increased sense of freedom to question the 

authority of the Church. Another speaker noted that only a handful of the many Catholic 

colleges and universities in the United States – including Christendom College, one of the 

conference sponsors – have signed statements that they are true to the teachings of the 

Magisterium (the authority that determines the “authentic teachings” of the Catholic 

Church), thus implying that only these select few schools are truly Catholic. This is 
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consistent with findings that traditional Catholics tend to distinguish themselves from 

liberal Catholics by emphasizing the importance of orthodox belief (Starks 2013). Thus, 

at this conference, Catholic homeschoolers are constructed as a small community of 

double outsiders – outsiders within the homeschooling movement because of their 

Catholic identity, and outsiders within American Catholicism, for their atypical 

allegiance to the Church’s orthodox teachings.  

 

 

The Catholic – or Christian? – Homeschooling Family 
 
 Despite this setting apart of Catholic homeschoolers due to their distinctly 

Catholic identity, there were many similarities in the discourses utilized at this 

conference to those used at the fundamentalist conferences, especially those which 

constructed the homeschooling family as a heterosexual husband and wife and their 

children, where the mother is primarily responsible for homeschooling, and the children 

are obedient to the authority of their parents. Reading my field notes from this 

conference, I got the sense that were it not for the specific references to Catholicism, it 

would be hard to tell these notes apart from those that I took at the THSC and GHC 

conferences.  

 One of the major themes of the conference was the importance of values, virtues, 

and character development. Like the fundamentalist conferences, there were multiple 

talks that mentioned obedience, discipline, and child training. Obedience was talked 
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about not just as an important practice, but also as a virtue. One speaker quoted Ben 

Franklin as saying, “Let the child’s first lesson be obedience, and the second will be 

whatever you will.” She said that this was the virtue to focus most on instilling before the 

age of four or five, and advised mothers to never, ever tolerate disobedience. Do not 

engage in arguing or negotiating with your children, she warned – “because I said so” 

should be a sufficient reason for obedience. Another speaker instructed the audience to 

focus on developing different virtues at different ages, and that from birth to age seven, 

the most important virtues are obedience, sincerity, and order, stating that the goal for 

children at this stage is “blind obedience.” Or, as yet another speaker put it, “I am a 

dictator.” She explained that, since her children were given to her by God, she felt a huge 

responsibility for them, so she wanted to do everything in her power to ensure her 

children developed into virtuous adults. 

 Virtues, at this conference, seemed to be synonymous with what were more 

frequently referred to as character traits at the other conferences. One speaker, who said 

that the goal of homeschooling should be to “train [your children] in virtuous living,” 

defined a virtue as a longstanding good habit that persists over time, and becomes such a 

way of life that it’s unthinkable to live another way. Another way of putting this, then, 

would be to say that the goal of child training is for children to incorporate Christian 

virtues or character traits into their habitus, or come to embody them as part of their very 

sense of self. This was evident in the advice of one of the speakers, who entreated 

audience members to continue to homeschool through high school, because that would 
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give them four additional years of “putting the stamp on them for what you want them to 

be.” 

 The talk of virtues was very gendered. As with the fundamentalist conferences, 

the development of virtues was framed as being of importance primarily so that girls will 

be able to inhabit the roles of wife and mother, and boys the role of husband and father, 

later in life. While the speakers emphasized the importance of virtues for all children, 

some of the virtues came across as very gender specific. For example, when describing 

the virtue of modesty, the focus was almost exclusively on the importance of girls being 

modest in how they dress (one of the speakers was Colleen Hammond, author of a book 

titled Dressing with Dignity), and physical endurance was noted to be a virtue that is 

especially important for boys. Much of the focus on the pre-teen and teen years had to do 

with developing virtues that would aid children in maintaining sexual abstinence until 

marriage. For example, in her talk, Hammond named fortitude as an important virtue to 

develop for children ages eight to twelve, and suggested doing this by keeping meatless 

Fridays as a family (which, post-Vatican II, is no longer seen as a mandatory practice). 

Hammond explained the practice by saying that if you cannot teach your children to 

avoid meat on Fridays, how will you expect them to avoid giving into “the baser 

feelings” in the coming years, like when they are teenagers and they find themselves 

alone with someone they really like? In addition to aligning their beliefs with those of 

fundamentalist Protestant homeschoolers, this emphasis on a certain understanding of 

sexual morality – which emphasizes “purity” and abstinence until heterosexual marriage 

– also served to set apart these conference attendees from typical American Catholics, as 
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this particular view of sexual morality is seen as the major fault line that separates liberal 

from traditional or conservative Catholics (Starks 2013). 

 Another prominent similarity between the Catholic conference and the 

fundamentalist conferences was the assumption that the mother is the one doing the 

homeschooling work, with the father playing a supporting role. As with the Protestant 

conferences above, this was most obvious when a speaker would be instructing the 

audience about something without explicitly stating that she was addressing the mothers, 

but then would say something like “Dads, you can help with this, too.” For example, 

when talking about the virtues of modesty and privacy, Hammond noted that when girls 

hit puberty, their fathers tend to step back, feeling like they do not have a role to play. 

But, she explained, fathers are actually very important at this stage, because teen girls 

need affirmation and affection, and if they don’t get it from dad, they will look elsewhere. 

The father is also important in helping with the question of modesty: dad can tell when an 

outfit “doesn’t work,” Hammond explained, because he knows “how men think.”  

 Fathers were encouraged to “help out” and “support” the work of homeschooling, 

but it was also made clear that fathers also ultimately had authority over the family. The 

concept of the “Cone of Obedience,” which had also been mentioned by a speaker at the 

THSC conference, was introduced. Similar to the analogy Todd Wilson made about the 

sled dogs, the “Cone of Obedience” indicates that as long as you obey the person directly 

in charge of you, you are “covered” – in other words, that you are not held accountable 

before God for obeying someone who has God-given authority over you, even if your 

obedience means you act against God’s will. If you sin because you were led into the 
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behavior by someone with authority over you, that person is culpable. In the cone 

representing the family, the father is at the top of the cone, just underneath God – 

therefore, the speaker explained, the father is held accountable for anything that goes on 

in the family, including the homeschooling labor of the mother.  

Homeschooling and the Battle for Christian Culture 
 
 A final similarity, and perhaps the most obvious point of convergence, between 

the fundamentalist and Catholic homeschool conferences was a discourse of battle that 

sets Christians up as being under attack by secular culture. The only time at the Catholic 

conference that I noticed a speaker refer to Catholic homeschoolers as part of the larger 

“homeschooling movement” was when Joseph Pearce, whose talk about “the battle for 

true education” opened the conference, argued that the homeschooling movement is 

crucial to the viability of Christian culture in the United States. Pearce noted that a 

person’s worldview can be determined by their response to the question, “what is truth?” 

Those with a secular worldview will tell you this question is unanswerable, but a 

Christian knows that Jesus clearly answered it when he said “I am the way, the truth, and 

the life.” Secular culture was portrayed as a threat to Christianity, but more 

fundamentally, as a threat to truth. Pearce argued that, “Those who do not believe in truth 

cannot breathe life into education, they can only kill it,” and he pointed to public schools 

and universities as examples of this, saying that they promote a “culture of death” rather 

than a culture of life. He went on to say that secular education dumbs everything down to 

the “lowest common denominator of Godless mediocrity” and that “everything it touches, 
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it kills.” His takeaway message was that in choosing homeschooling or secular schooling, 

we are actually making the choice between our children being “trapped in the darkness of 

the culture of death,” or being candles in the darkness, helping to lead others out. 

 This rhetoric of a battle between darkness and light was the very same rhetoric 

seen in the opening prayer to the first homeschooling conference I attended, the 2013 

THSC conference. Thus, though a main function of the IHM conference was to solidify 

attendees’ outsider identity as Catholics within a predominantly Protestant movement, 

this shared rhetoric of Christianity being under attack served also to unite them as part of 

the movement, even if they are a marginalized part. Still, even within this rhetoric of a 

cultural battle against Christianity, a distinctly Catholic element is retained. When talking 

about instilling the virtue of courage, speaker Ginny Seuffert argued that this is a very 

important virtue to instill because we need to train this generation of Catholic children to 

be leaders. Our culture is becoming so hostile to Christians, she explained, that it will 

lead to the culture’s own destruction, and eventually the Catholic Church (not Christians 

more generally) will be called upon to “pick up the shards of civilization” and rebuild. In 

such times, ordinary children will be called upon to do extraordinary things, and if our 

children are going to step up to fulfill this call, they will need to have courage.  

 

THE UNSCHOOLING CONFERENCE – TEXAS UNSCHOOLERS 

Coming Together to Create Community 
 
 In April of 2015, the same month that I attended the IHM Catholic 

Homeschooling Conference, I attended the second annual conference of the Texas 
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Unschoolers (TU). This conference was, in many ways, very unlike the other conferences 

I attended. This is due in part to the fact that this conference was not organized around a 

specific religious identity, but rather, around a particular educational philosophy. 

Unschooling, considered by some to be a sub-type of homeschooling and by others to be 

an alternative to homeschooling, is an educational philosophy that emphasizes child-led 

learning and non-coercive parenting. While the practices of unschoolers vary, with the 

most extreme version referred to by many parents I spoke to as “radical unschooling,” 

they are generally united in the belief that children are natural learners who, when 

allowed to be in charge of their own education, will learn the things they need to learn – 

and, importantly, will learn them better than their schooled peers, because they are 

learning of their own volition and not because someone is forcing it upon them. For most 

unschooling families, what this means is that parents are not the “teachers,” and there is 

no portion of the day set aside for “doing school;” rather, learning is understood as 

something that continuously happens through play, interaction, and children (and adults) 

exercising their natural curiosity about the world. For many, but not all, unschooling 

families, the child-led focus extends to other parenting practices, including giving 

children the autonomy to decide what to wear, when and what to eat, and when to go to 

bed. Outsiders and insiders alike tend to describe unschooling as an extreme practice, one 

that goes against many cultural norms of childhood and parenting. 

 Unlike the other conferences I attended, the TU conference was put on by a newly 

formed group comprised entirely of volunteers, with no ties to a larger, more established 

organization. Like the IHM conference, this conference was small – I estimated that it 
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had only a slightly smaller number of attendees than the IHM conference – but unlike the 

IHM conference, it made no attempts to emulate the structure and feel of the larger 

fundamentalist homeschooling conferences. 

The TU conference was far more informal and intimate than any of the other 

conferences I had attended. Unlike the other conferences, it was impossible for me to 

remain an anonymous participant. The conference was held at a moderately priced RV 

resort outside of San Antonio that was equipped with a large meeting hall, a smaller 

lodge with a game room, newly constructed cottages of various sizes which slept between 

2 and 10 people, and a large pool and other outdoor activities for adults and children. 

Building community was one of the explicitly stated goals of the conference, and this was 

reflected in the conference schedule, which featured two potluck dinners, a pancake 

breakfast featuring family introductions, sessions organized as “chats” and “roundtable 

discussions” in addition to more formal talks, and plenty of free time for attendees to 

mingle by the pool, around video game consoles and craft tables, or to hang out at 

someone’s cottage or RV site.  

 After reviewing the conference website, I anticipated that this conference would 

be much more intimate than the others, and so before I registered I reached out to Lisa,9 

the main organizer of the conference, to ask her whether she thought it would be 

appropriate for me – as a researcher, but also as someone who is not an unschooler and 

would not be bringing a family – to attend the conference. Lisa replied warmly and 

enthusiastically that she would love for me to come to the conference, and that she 

                                                
9 Names of all participants at the Texas Unschoolers conference are pseudonyms. 
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thought the other attendees would be very receptive to having me there. When I arrived at 

check-in and told the woman at the desk – who turned out to be Lisa herself – my name, 

she exclaimed “Oh, you’re Kate!” and got up from behind the folding table to introduce 

herself and hug me. As I continued through a line of folding tables to sign a photo release 

waiver, pick up a book I ordered, and (decline to) sign up to perform in the community 

talent show, each person I met greeted me with enthusiasm, and met my elevator speech 

about being a graduate student researching homeschooling with excitement and interest. I 

recorded in my field notes multiple instances of people saying to me on that first day, 

“you’re going to love it [the conference].” When I ran into these people at events in the 

following days, they seemed to speak to me like they would any other friend they had 

made at the conference.  

 One stark difference between this and the other conferences was the general lack 

of assumptions made about the people who were attending. When people were asked to 

introduce themselves to a group, they were usually asked to say what their relationship to 

unschooling was – whether they were already unschooling, and if so, for how long, or if 

they were just starting or just considering it and attending the conference to learn more. 

Despite my initial fear of sticking out, I found that I was not the only one at the 

conference who was not an unschooler; I met several people over the course of the four 

day event who were on the fence about unschooling, even a few who still had children in 

public schools. There also was not an assumption among speakers that unschooling 

meant the same thing to everyone, or looked the same to every family, though there was 

an assumed commitment to certain principles, such as child-led learning and non-
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authoritarian parenting. Instead, most people tended to assume there would be a spectrum 

of unschooling types represented. Though the conference was secular in nature, it also 

wasn’t assumed that everyone there would be non-religious – though I admit that I was 

surprised to meet a few self-identified “very religious” families. That said, discourses 

were still employed that served to create a sense of communal identity among those 

attending the conference, most notably a discourse that unschooling is unconventional 

even within the larger homeschooling world, and that what unschoolers are doing is 

highly counter-cultural.  

Children’s Autonomy: Constructing the Unschooling Family 
 
 In addition to these differences in the format and tone of the conferences, there 

were also some notable differences in terms of the discourses about the family. Whereas 

the family was constructed hierarchically at the other conferences, with the father as the 

head of the family, followed by the mother, and the children at the bottom, the family 

was constructed at the TU conference as a non- or at least less-hierarchical space marked 

by support, rather than authority. Rather than focusing on training children, the emphasis 

at this conference was on respecting children as people, and giving them autonomy as 

much as possible over their own lives and bodies. I got the sense that “obedience,” a 

word used so frequently at the other conferences I attended, would be treated as a bad 

word at this conference; the goal of unschooling is not for children to obey their parents, 

but for children to be trusted and allowed to make decisions for themselves. I heard it 

repeated often that one of the tenets of unschooling is that you don’t force a child to learn 
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anything – that not only are children motivated to learn on their own, but they learn best 

when they are learning things that they are excited about and interested in; thus learning 

that is forced upon a child by a parent or teacher isn’t really learning at all. There was 

definitely an assumption at this conference that parents would not use corporal 

punishment, or see it as an acceptable practice for others to use.  

 The practice of allowing children autonomy was especially evident in a session in 

which the topic was talking to kids about sex and sexuality. The main goal of the session 

was to discuss ways of promoting bodily autonomy. Like the session on the “Bailey Bee 

Believes” program that I attended at the GHC conference, the advice given at this session 

included teaching kids proper names for their anatomy and using these terms without 

shame, and teaching children that they alone have the ability to grant someone permission 

– or not – to touch their bodies. While the GHC session leader had advised beginning 

these practices at age two, the leader of this session advised beginning them from birth. 

While it is unrealistic to begin asking for a child’s consent to be hugged or picked up 

from birth, the session leader noted that it was possible to begin laying the groundwork 

for these practices from infancy, for example by telling a baby “now I am going to pick 

you up,” as a precursor to some day asking to pick them up. She also advised speaking 

aloud the anatomical terms for body parts when children are infants, not so much for the 

child’s benefit as for the adult’s. She explained that most of us have some degree of 

discomfort using these terms that stems from inexperience using them, so telling your 

infant child “now I am going to wipe your labia” or “now I am going to put diaper cream 

on your anus” gives parents the chance to get comfortable using the words early on.  



 85 

In contrast to the GHC talk, in which the information was framed as important to 

preventing child sexual abuse, this danger discourse of sexuality in childhood was largely 

absent from the TU session. At this session, the purpose of engaging in these practices 

was framed as being about giving children a sense of ownership over their own bodies – 

and this included an acknowledgment that children are capable of understanding, and 

experiencing, sexual pleasure. One of the take-away messages of this session was that 

children are entitled to information about their own bodies, including about sex and 

sexual pleasure, and that to “shelter” children by denying this information is harmful – 

not because it places them at risk of abuse, but because it denies them full bodily 

autonomy.  

 At the TU conference, childhood was framed as a stage of life like any other. 

There was no talk of training children and only some focus on preparing them for 

adulthood – though the theme of anxiety about unschoolers being able to attend college 

was something that came up on more than one occasion. Overall, however, there was less 

of a focus on shaping who these children will be in the future, and more of a focus on 

allowing them to be who they are in the present. This was explicit in one talk about 

mindfulness and the practices of parenting in the present moment. The speaker noted that 

if you ask parents what they want for their children, almost all of them will answer “for 

them to be happy.” But, she argued, what they really mean when they say this is that they 

want their children to be happy in the future. The speaker explained that she had come to 

see unschooling as a way of letting go of this future orientation and of the goal of having 
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happy children in the future, and instead to focus on the goal of having happy children – 

and a happy self – in the present moment.  

 Like the other conferences, there seemed to be an assumption that mothers were 

generally doing the bulk of the work involved in unschooling the children. However, at 

the TU conference, this came across as a positive, rather than normative, assumption – in 

other words, this was assumed to be the way things currently are, but not necessarily the 

way things should be. While it seemed like mothers tended to be the ones more in charge 

of handling the details in most families, in general the fathers I observed were very 

involved with their children – for example, I observed parents with young children taking 

turns watching their children so that both could have the opportunity to attend talks. In 

families where there was a married mother and father, there seemed to be an assumption 

that even if the mother was at home with the kids, the father was very much a part of the 

unschooling project – this is in part because unschoolers generally do not think of 

learning as something that takes place only during certain hours. However, there was still 

a separate “dads’ chat” session on the schedule, implying that fathers generally have 

different experiences of unschooling than do mothers.  

These assumptions about parenting roles were challenged somewhat by the visible 

presence of other family structures at this conference. I met several divorced and 

otherwise single mothers at the conference, as well as one lesbian couple who were each 

unschooling their children from previous relationships. In addition, some – but not all – 

of the speakers and session leaders took care to acknowledge these family forms in their 

talks.  
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“What’s Best for Our Family:” The Unschooling Family as Individualized  
 
 I had several conversations over the course of the TU conference with Matt, an 

unschooling father of two young daughters, about what he saw as a worrisome trend of 

individualism within the unschooling community. Matt sought me out to chat about this, 

in part because he thought I would be in a place to help him contextualize his own 

observations, and in part, I believe, because he had a hunch I would share his concern 

about this trend, as someone whose job it is to look at the world from a scientific 

perspective. Matt and his wife, Penny, came to the decision to unschool their daughters 

after having read books by psychologists and education critics – including Aflie Kohn, an 

outspoken critic of the testing culture in U.S. education – that convinced them that 

unschooling was the ideal educational environment for children, as supported by 

scientific evidence. Matt expressed his concern about the tendency for people to say that 

they unschool because it is “what’s best for our family,” explaining the decision in terms 

of their own intuition or feelings about what their own children need, contrasting this 

with his own view that they chose to unschool because it is “what’s best – period.” He 

brought up two parallel parenting trends within the unschooling community to illustrate 

this difference: vaccination practices and food restrictions. Matt asserted that they are the 

only unschooling parents they know in Texas who vaccinate their children – again, 

because they have read the scientific literature on vaccination and they believe that 

vaccination is what is best for society more broadly, while their friends do not vaccinate 
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because they feel it is best for their individual children not to be exposed to vaccines.10 In 

one conversation with both Matt and Penny, Matt asked his wife whether she agreed with 

this assertion, and after giving it some thought, Penny agreed; the only other families she 

could think of who had vaccinated their children did so before they came into 

unschooling and tend to express regret at having done so. Matt also noted that many of 

their friends have family food restrictions, for example, on gluten – not because of 

diagnosed intolerance by any family members, but because of a general sense that they 

and/or their children just feel better without certain foods.  

 Matt’s observations were supported by my own observation of the high frequency 

with which I heard phrases such as “what’s best for our family” or “what’s right for our 

family” at the TU conference. As I will discuss further in chapters 5 and 6, these are 

phrases that occurred frequently in my interviews with parents. This phrase indicates a 

belief that parents have a responsibility to do what is best for their family, even if what is 

best for their family is in conflict with what is best for society, as in the case of 

vaccination (Reich 2014). As Matt pointed out, it also relies on an understanding of the 

parent’s – usually the mother’s – intuition as the primary source of knowledge about what 

is right for the family, even when that contrasts with scientific findings or other expert 

recommendations. Like the fundamentalist and Catholic homeschoolers, then, the 

unschooling families also display a distrust for science, particularly Western medical 

                                                
10 In her research on mothers and “vaccine refusal,” Jennifer Reich (2014) argues that this 
practice is, in fact, one in which mothers see themselves as the ultimate experts on their 
own children. She also argues that vaccine refusal acts as a symbolic form of boundary-
making that creates community through the avoidance of “others” who might expose 
their children to disease. 
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science, and the government, particularly the Food and Drug Administration. However, 

unlike the religiously motivated homeschoolers, the unschoolers do not rely on an 

alternative outside source of authority (such as the Bible) to determine what constitutes 

“right” or “moral” behavior, instead utilizing a discourse of individualized, family-

specific decision making about what is best for the family. However, there were 

definitely trends in what these parents believe is right for their family, including the trend 

of rejecting childhood vaccination. Though he did not seem overly concerned by it, Matt 

expressed a belief that he and Penny were judged by other unschooling parents for 

willingly vaccinating their children. So while the “unschooling family” was not explicitly 

constructed using an ideal type, as were the homeschooling families of the fundamentalist 

and Catholic conferences, these community norms still serve to construct the ideal 

unschooling family, even as it constructs each family as an individual unit operating in its 

own best interest. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
 While there were important differences among the conferences and conventions I 

attended, each gathering served, in different ways, to constitute “the homeschooling 

community” and “the homeschooling family.” At the fundamentalist Christian 

conferences, the homeschooling community was constituted as a community of Christian 

families in which the parents are asserting their God-given right to educate their children 

at home, in the face of many enemies who would like to take this right away. At these 

conferences, “homeschooling” was used as shorthand for fundamentalist Christian 
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homeschooling. This is enabled by the fact that, until recently, fundamentalist Christians 

have made up the majority of homeschoolers, and homeschooling is still largely 

understood to be a religious practice. Borrowing Connell’s (1995) system for 

understanding and classifying multiple types of masculinities, I argue that the 

fundamentalist Christian form of homeschooling is the hegemonic form, against which 

other forms of homeschooling construct themselves. The Catholic homeschoolers and the 

unschoolers can be understood as subordinated forms of homeschooling. At the Catholic 

conference, Catholic homeschoolers were constituted as a sub-community of this larger 

Christian homeschooling community: unified with the larger community in the battle 

against secular culture, yet “othered” by their distinctly Catholic identities and practices, 

making them, according to Connell’s schema, complicit in upholding the hegemonic 

form of homeschooling even as they are not granted full access to this form. For both of 

these groups, the homeschooling family is heterosexual, headed by a married couple, and 

with clear lines of authority defined by gender and parent/child status, in which the 

majority of homeschooling labor is done by mothers. At the unschooling conference, on 

the other hand, the unschooling community is seen as set apart from the broader 

homeschooling community, and united with each other, through their commitment to a 

certain set of educational and parenting philosophies that center on the autonomous 

selfhood of the child – making unschooling a marginalized community in relation to the 

hegemonic form of homeschooling. The unschooling community is also more loosely 

constituted, as one of the principles of this group of families seems to be that there is no 

one “best way” of parenting, but rather that each family should do what is best for them. 



 91 

While clearly defined lines of authority are not present in these families, there is still a 

largely – though not completely – unquestioned understanding that mothers do the 

majority of the labor associated with unschooling.  

 For each of these groups, these conferences served the purposes of creating 

community and offering support, advice, and encouragement for homeschooling families. 

However, it appears that such conferences and conventions, at least on this large of a 

scale, are really only available for those on the ideological extremes: conservative 

religious homeschoolers, and those with progressive, child-centered views of childhood. 

Or, perhaps more accurately, if a homeschooling parent wanted to attend such a 

conference, they must choose one that represents one of these dogmatic extremes. As I 

discuss further in chapter 5, a small but growing number of homeschoolers decide to 

homeschool largely for situational, rather than dogmatic, reasons. Where do these 

“middle” parents – the non-dogmatic homeschoolers – turn to for support, 

encouragement, and community? Why are there not conferences for the “middle” people? 

 The data presented in this chapter point to a possible answer to this question. In 

this chapter, I argue that one of the purposes of these conferences is to discursively and 

physically construct community, and a sense of who homeschoolers are. These 

conferences serve as rituals that construct and re-construct social movements. 

Consequently, those who do not see themselves as part of a movement – in other words, 

those who are not dogmatically motivated – may not see a need for attending such 

conferences, and may instead be satisfied with the support and encouragement they find 

through local homeschooling groups, and even online communities of homeschooling 
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parents. On the other hand, as I demonstrate in chapter 5, some parents with initial event-

driven motivations for homeschooling come to see themselves as part of a movement, 

and adopt a more dogmatic or ideological stance on homeschooling over time; these 

parents may then feel compelled to join in the community-making rituals of larger 

organizations.  

 What all of this points to is that parents’ motivations for homeschooling are 

complex, and, as I have demonstrated in this chapter, the narratives parents create about 

why they homeschool their children are not developed in a vacuum; rather, they are 

developed in the context of a broader network of homeschooling communities, which 

work in varying ways to constitute not only these communities, but the families 

themselves. But how do these larger homeschooling communities map onto the views 

and experiences of the parents and families themselves? That is the subject of the rest of 

this dissertation. In the chapter that follows, I use quantitative data collected through a 

survey of 676 homeschooling parents in Texas to further explore the ways in which 

parents’ beliefs may impact their motivations for, and approaches to, homeschooling. 

Specifically, I look at differences in political views, comparing conservative, moderate, 

and liberal homeschooling parents, and religiosity, comparing religious and non-religious 

homeschooling parents.  
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Chapter 3: Diversity and Similarities Among Homeschoolers by 
Political Views and Religiosity 

 
 Due in part to the hegemonic construction of the homeschooling community by 

conservative, fundamentalist Christian homeschooling groups, there is a stereotype that 

homeschooling families are all conservative, very religious families in which the mother 

stays home and teaches her many children while the father earns a living to support the 

family. But how accurately do these discourses and stereotypes represent the views and 

experiences of homeschoolers in Texas? In this chapter, I use data collected from an 

online survey of homeschooling parents in Texas to show that, while this image is the 

reality for some homeschooling families, in fact, there is diversity in the homeschooling 

world in terms of the religious beliefs, political views, and motivations for 

homeschooling. While the survey was nonrandom and thus the results cannot be 

understood as representative of all homeschoolers – or even all Texas homeschoolers – 

the results do demonstrate a degree of variety among those who homeschool, including 

some significant differences among homeschoolers in the sample with different political 

views and degrees of religiosity. 

 In the sections that follow, I will first discuss my survey sample, including how it 

was created and its basic demographic characteristics. Next, I will describe how the 

survey was constructed and describe each of the key measures derived from the survey 

that will be used in the analyses that follow. I will then describe the steps that I took to 

analyze the data in order to compare conservative, moderate, and liberal-identified 

respondents, as well as religious and non-religious respondents, their degree of use of 
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traditional educational methods, their views on various social issues, and their 

motivations for homeschooling. Finally, I will report the results of these analyses and 

discuss their implications for how we understand homeschoolers more generally. 

SAMPLE 

Sample Construction 
 

 Between July 2014 and April 2015, I conducted an online survey of 

homeschooling parents in Texas. The purpose of the survey was twofold. First, because 

there is little research on homeschooling, I wanted to use the survey to be able to 

interrogate the diversity of homeschooling parents in Texas, both in terms of their 

demographic characteristics and in terms of their reasons for homeschooling. Second, I 

used the survey sample as a recruitment tool for the in-depth interview portion of the 

study, which I will discuss in depth in the following chapters. In addition to demographic 

questions, the survey asked questions about the family, including each child’s educational 

history and measures of parent-assessed child well-being; homeschooling experiences 

and approaches; motivations for homeschooling; political and social views, including, for 

example, views on same-sex marriage, abortion, school prayer, and sex education (see 

Appendix 1 for the full list of survey questions). I constructed the survey using the online 

survey software Qualtrics, and created a website for the project that included a link to 

take the survey. I then created a call for participants that described the project and 

provided the link to the project website. 
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 I recruited respondents for the survey primarily by distributing this call for 

participants through contact with various homeschooling organizations, co-ops, and 

support groups in Texas. Through extensive Internet research, I identified 218 such 

organizations that had existing websites and/or contact email addresses, ranging from 

town- and even neighborhood-specific to statewide groups, with about 60% of these 

organizations claiming a specifically religious (usually [Protestant] Christian, though 

occasionally Catholic or LDS [Mormon]) mission or membership. Between July 21 and 

August 5, 2014, I emailed each of these organizations, introducing myself, explaining the 

purpose of my project, and requesting that they send a call for participants, which I 

included at the bottom of the email, to their membership list or Listserv, or post the call 

on their group’s website or Facebook page. Only sixteen of the emails were sent back as 

undeliverable. While several contacts emailed me to let me know that they had 

distributed the call for participants to their contact lists, most did not, and thus complete 

data on how many of the organizations did so is not available. I also created a Twitter 

account that linked to the project website, cultivating followers for the account by 

engaging with other homeschooling and unschooling related accounts, and I tweeted the 

link to participate in the survey on a semi-regular basis throughout the fall and winter of 

2014-2015. 

 I ended up with a total of 676 completed surveys. While 947 individuals began 

the survey, 28% dropped out – thus withdrawing consent for their responses to be used as 

part of the dataset – leaving a total of 682 respondents who the survey software identified 

as completing the survey. While cleaning the data, I found six instances where a 
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respondent had only answered the initial few questions and then did not answer any 

others, but clicked through every page of the survey; thus they were counted by the 

survey software as “completed” surveys, even though they were not. I excluded these six 

respondents from the final data set for a total of 676 respondents. I used the quantitative 

data analysis program Stata for all of the analysis and results reported below. 

Sample Characteristics 
 
 The survey sample was diverse by some measures and quite homogenous by other 

measures (see Table 3 for sample descriptive statistics). The vast majority of respondents 

were white (84%), female (97%), heterosexual (97%), and married (94%). The 

percentage of respondents who identified themselves as white does mask some of the 

racial diversity of the families represented in the sample; of the respondents who were 

married or partnered and who identified themselves as white, 65 respondents reported 

that their spouse/partner was non-white, meaning that about one quarter of the families 

represented in the survey included at least one non-white parent. 

 There was somewhat more variation with regard to education level (which was 

measured as a categorical variable): 3% of respondents had a high school diploma or less, 

28% had taken some college courses but had not completed college, 49% were college 

graduates, and 20% held graduate degrees. There was even greater variation in the 

education level of the respondents’ spouses, as a higher percentage had less than a 

college degree (35% of spouses compared to 31% of respondents), and a higher 

percentage held graduate degrees (29% of spouses compared to 20% of respondents). 
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Considering household income (also measured as a categorical variable, n=642), the 

sample skews higher income, with the median income category being $80,000-$99,9999 

per year. However, there was some representation of low-income households in the 

sample, with a greater percentage of respondents reporting yearly household incomes 

below $40,000 (10%) than reporting yearly household incomes of $200,000 or greater 

(7%).  

 The respondents reported having between one and 11 children. The mean number 

of children per respondent was 2.95, and over 95% of respondents had six or fewer 

children. This is higher than the national average – according to the Kaiser Family 

Foundation, the total fertility rate (children born per woman) for the United States in 

2014 was 2.01 (Kaiser Family Foundation 2016). This is especially noteworthy given that 

one quarter of respondents were ages 23-36, meaning that it is likely some of them had 

not finished having children. This high number of children per family could indicate that 

larger families have a greater likelihood of homeschooling, either because of religious 

beliefs that correlate with both large families and homeschooling, or because having 

more children decreases the family’s ability to afford other educational alternatives, such 

as private schools (see chapter 5). It could also be that families who decide to 

homeschool may then be more likely to have more children than they might have 

otherwise: for example, if a mother has already left the paid labor force to homeschool 

her children, she may not limit her childbearing in the same way that she might were she 

employed full time.  
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 There was wide variation in how long the respondents had been homeschooling, 

with 40% being relatively new to homeschooling, having homeschooled for three or 

fewer years, 35% having homeschooled somewhat longer, between four and nine years, 

and 25% being more veteran homeschoolers who had been homeschooling for 10 years 

or longer. There was also variation in how connected respondents were to other 

homeschoolers. The majority of respondents (61%) reported personally knowing two or 

fewer other homeschooling families before they began homeschooling. When asked to 

estimate how many in their circle of close adult friends and family members also 

homeschool their children, almost half (48%) reported that either none or some, but not 

most, of them homeschool, while 27% said that about half homeschool, and 25% said 

that most or all of their close adult friends also homeschool their children. When asked 

how connected they currently felt to a larger homeschooling community, half (50%) said 

“very connected,” and about a third (37%) said “somewhat connected.” This high degree 

of perceived connection to community is likely in part a result of my recruitment 

strategy; by recruiting primarily through homeschooling groups and email lists, I targeted 

people who were connected in some way to a physical or virtual homeschooling 

community. Still, being connected to such a group did not guarantee that respondents felt 

connected to a community; a small minority (13%) of respondents reported feeling “not 

very connected” or “not at all connected.” 
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MEASUREMENT 

 In this section, I describe each of the key measures derived from the survey that 

will be used in the analysis that follows (see Table 4 for means/frequencies of each of the 

study variables). 

 
Political Views: Respondents were asked the closed-ended question, “How would you 

describe your political views?” The categorical responses offered were in Likert-scale 

form: very conservative, conservative, moderate, liberal, or very liberal. Because the 

sample skews conservative, and in order to achieve statistical significance in the analyses 

below, from this question I created the variable “POLVIEWSIMP,” in which I collapsed 

very conservative and conservative into one category (conservative), kept moderate as its 

own category, and collapsed liberal and very liberal into one category (liberal).  

 
Religiosity: Respondents were asked the question, “How important is religion in your 

life?” The categorical responses offered were very important, somewhat important, not 

very important, and not at all important. Again, because the sample skews toward the 

very religious, and in order to achieve statistical significance in the various analyses, I 

created a new dichotomous variable, “RELIGIOUS,” coded 1 for those who are religious 

(those who chose very important or somewhat important) and 0 for those who are non-

religious (those who chose not very important or not at all important).  

 
Traditional Educational Methods: I created the variable “TRADMETHODS” as a 

composite of several questions on the survey designed to capture the degree to which the 
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respondent adheres to certain traditional educational methods and philosophies. 

Respondents were asked to indicate on a 4-point Likert-scale (strongly disagree, disagree, 

agree, strongly agree; coded on a scale of 0-3) the degree to which they agreed with the 

following five statements: “I generally use a structured curriculum for my children's 

schooling,” “I keep track of what ‘grade level’ my children are at in core subjects such as 

reading, math, and science,” “It is important to me that my children acquire similar 

knowledge and skills as their traditionally-schooled peers,” “The types of things my 

children learn are generally similar to what they would learn in public schools,” and “The 

ways that my children are taught are generally similar to how they would be taught in 

public schools.” The variable “TRADMETHODS” was created by adding the responses 

to each of the five statements to create a sixteen-point scale, where zero is the least 

traditional (indicating “strongly disagree” with each of the five statements – this might 

look something like an unschooling family in which learning is all child-led and not 

structured or “enforced” by adults) and 15 is the most traditional (indicating “strongly 

agree” with each of the five statements – this might look more like a family doing 

“school at home,” with a designated school space, a class schedule, and a structured, 

grade-level appropriate curriculum for each child).  

 
Social Views: Respondents were asked to provide their opinions on a list of political and 

social issues by indicating the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the 

following statements: 

1. Gays and lesbians should be allowed to marry legally. 
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2. Abortion should be illegal in all or most cases. 

3. Homosexuality is unnatural and should not be accepted by society. 

4. Changes in the traditional American family have harmed our society. 

5. It is a positive thing that society has become more accepting of girls participating 

in traditional "boys'" activities, like contact sports or rough-and-tumble play. 

6. It is a positive thing that society has become more accepting of boys participating 

in traditional "girls'" activities, like playing with dolls or dress-up/imaginary play. 

7. Girls should be just as strongly encouraged as boys to pursue higher education 

and a meaningful career. 

8. Boys should be just as strongly encouraged as girls to become caring, nurturing 

parents. 

9. The giving of a prayer before public school sporting events, activities and other 

programs should be allowed. 

10. Public schools should have gay/straight alliances or other similar organizations 

available for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and questioning students. 

11. The only sex education that should occur in public schools is Abstinence Only sex 

education. 

As with the above questions, respondents were offered responses along a 4-point Likert-

scale (strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree; coded 0-3). Items 2, 3, 4, 9, and 

11 were reverse-coded, and three composite measures were created by adding items 1-4 

to create the variable “SOCIALVIEWS,” adding items 5-8 to create the variable 

“KIDGENDERVIEWS,” and adding items 9-11 to create the variable 
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“SCHOOLVIEWS.” Because of the different number of items in the third of these 

composite variables, SOCIALVIEWS and KIDGENDERVIEWS are both 13-point scales 

that range from zero (most conservative views) to 12 (most liberal views), and 

SCHOOLVIEWS is a 10-point scale ranging from zero (most conservative views) to nine 

(most liberal views). 

 
Motivations for Homeschooling: I utilize two separate measures to assess respondents’ 

motivations for homeschooling – one which captures all important reasons why the 

respondent chose to homeschool, and the other which captures their primary motivation. 

On the survey, two separate questions were asked about respondents’ motivations in 

which the following seven categorical choices were given: 

1. Desire to provide religious instruction to my children 

2. Concern about the safety of the school environment 

3. Concern about negative peer pressure or peer relationships in the school 

environment 

4. Dissatisfaction with curriculum of other schools 

5. Desire to provide a nontraditional approach to my child's education 

6. Health needs of one or more of my children (including mental health) 

7. Other 
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Respondents who selected “other” were given the opportunity to provide an open-ended 

explanation.11 On the first question, respondents were asked which of the choices were 

important reasons why they chose to homeschool, and were able to mark all that apply; 

on the follow-up question, respondents were asked to indicate which of the choices they 

marked above was the most important reason they chose to homeschool. Using the first 

question (in which respondents could mark all motivations that apply), I created a series 

of dichotomous variables – MOTIVEREL, MOTIVESAFE, MOTIVEPEER, 

MOTIVECURR, MOTIVENONTRAD, MOTIVEHEALTH, and MOTIVEOTHER – for 

each of the seven reasons, coding them such that 0 = no (not an important reason) and 1 = 

yes (an important reason). The second question became the categorical variable 

PRIMARYMOTIVE, with each of the seven options as its own category (see distribution 

in Table 4). Additionally, I used this variable to create another series of dummy variables: 

PRIMOTIVEREL, PRIMOTIVESAFE, PRIMOTIVEPEER, PRIMOTIVECURR, 

PRIMOTIVENONTRAD, PRIMOTIVEHEALTH, and PRIMOTIVEOTHER, coded 

such that 0 = no (not the respondent’s primary motivation) and 1 = yes (the respondent’s 

primary motivation) to aid in analysis of differences by political views and religiosity. 

 

                                                
11 Because the “other” category was the second most commonly selected category, I 
performed a qualitative analysis of the written-in comments, making note of themes and 
patterns that emerged. I then categorized the “other” choices into six sub-categories, 
which were “other: academic/instruction related” (7.04% of all respondents), “other: 
unspecified” (5.39%), “other: needs of child” (4.19% of all respondents), “other: family 
relationships/family needs” (2.54%), “other: values/beliefs/ideals” (1.65%), and “other: 
children’s self-determination” (.75%).   
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PLAN OF ANALYSES  
 

My goal for this analysis is to examine how a) conservative, moderate, and liberal 

respondents, and b) religious and non-religious respondents differ in three key areas: their 

use of traditional educational methods, their social views, and their motivations for 

homeschooling. All statistical analyses were performed using the data analysis software 

Stata (version 12.0). 

 For the first two key areas – use of traditional educational methods and social 

views – I obtained the mean and standard deviation of each variable (TRADMETHODS, 

SOCIALVIEWS, KIDGENDERVIEWS, and SCHOOLVIEWS), divided by political 

views (conservative, moderate, and liberal, using the variable POLVIEWSIMP), using a 

series of one-way ANOVAs with a Bonferroni comparison to determine whether, and to 

what degree, the differences of means between each group were statistically significant. I 

then did the same analysis by religiosity (non-religious versus religious, using the 

variable RELIGIOUS). 

 To analyze important motivations for homeschooling, I similarly obtained the 

mean and standard deviation for each of the dummy variables for important motivations 

(MOTIVEREL, MOTIVESAFE, MOTIVEPEER, MOTIVECURR, 

MOTIVENONTRAD, MOTIVEHEALTH, and MOTIVEOTHER), sorted first by 

political views and then by religiosity, also using a series of one-way ANOVAs with 

Bonferroni comparison. For each of these variables, the mean value represents the 

percentage of respondents in that category who indicated that this was one of the 

important reasons that they chose to homeschool. I then repeated this analysis with each 
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of the dummy variables created for primary motivation for homeschooling 

(PRIMOTIVEREL, PRIMOTIVESAFE, PRIMOTIVEPEER, PRIMOTIVECURR, 

PRIMOTIVENONTRAD, PRIMOTIVEHEALTH, and PRIMOTIVEOTHER). Again, 

the mean values for these variables indicate the percentage of respondents within the 

given category (e.g. conservative, moderate, or liberal) who chose that as their primary, 

or most important, reason that they chose to homeschool. The results of each of these 

analyses are reported in Tables 3 (study variables by political views) and 4 (by 

religiosity). 

RESULTS 

Traditional Education Methods 
 
 As indicated in Table 5, conservatives in the sample had the highest mean score 

on the scale measuring use of traditional educational methods, followed by moderates, 

with liberals having the lowest mean score. The difference between conservatives and 

liberals was the greatest, and was statistically significant at the p<.001 level.12 The 

difference between conservatives and moderates was smaller, but also significant at the 

p<.001 level. The difference between moderates and liberals was not statistically 

significant. This indicates that, among these survey respondents, those who identify as 

politically conservative are more likely than those who identify as moderate or as liberal 

to use more traditional educational methods. Comparing religious and non-religious 

                                                
12 All of the statistically significant differences reported in this chapter should be 
understood as differences within the sample, and not as differences that are generalizable 
to the larger population.  
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homeschoolers (see Table 6), non-religious homeschoolers had a mean score of 6.6 on 

the traditional methods scale, while religious homeschoolers had a mean score of 8.21; 

this difference was also significant at the p<.001 level. Within this sample, then, religious 

homeschoolers are more likely to use traditional educational methods than are non-

religious homeschoolers. 

Social Views 
 
 When comparing the conservative, moderate, and liberal homeschoolers in the 

survey sample on their social views, views on children and gender, and views on school 

policies, there were statistically significant differences (p<.001) across all groups on each 

measure (see Table 5). For each variable, the difference in the mean composite score was 

greatest between conservatives and liberals, and the mean value for moderates was 

slightly closer to the mean for liberals than to the mean for conservatives. Overall, the 

difference in mean values was smaller for the measurement of views on children and 

gender than on the social views and school views measures, which may indicate that, at 

least by how these views are traditionally measured, children’s adherence to binary 

gender norms is a less politically divisive issue overall than issues such as abortion, 

same-sex marriage, school prayer, and sex education. Similarly, there were statistically 

significant differences (p<.001) for each of the three variables between religious and non-

religious homeschoolers in the sample (Table 6). 
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Important Motivations for Homeschooling 
 
 Among the variables measuring important reasons for homeschooling, there were 

three in which there were statistically significant differences across all groups (i.e. 

between the conservatives and moderates, conservatives and liberals, and moderates and 

liberals – see Table 5). Seventy-two percent of conservatives in the sample indicated that 

providing religious education for their children was one important reason why they chose 

to homeschool, while only 19% of moderates and 3% of liberals said this was an 

important reason. The difference between conservatives and liberals was the most 

extreme, and was statistically significant at the p<.001 level. The difference between 

conservatives and moderates was not quite as large, but was still very high, and also 

significant at the p<.001 level. The difference between moderates and liberals was 

smaller, but was significant at the p<.005 level. There were also statistically significant 

differences among conservatives and moderates (p<.05), conservatives and liberals 

(p<.001), and moderates and liberals (p<.05) in concern about the peer environment 

being a reason they chose to homeschool, again, with the difference between 

conservatives (83%) and liberals (60%) being the largest, with moderates (72%) falling 

slightly closer to conservatives than to liberals. Finally, there were statistically significant 

differences between conservatives and moderates (p<.05), moderates and liberals (p<.05), 

and conservatives and liberals (p<.001) with the motivation of desire to provide a non-

traditional approach. Liberals in the sample were most likely to indicate this as an 

important motivation (80%), followed by moderates (66%) and conservatives (55%).  
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 For those indicating that concern about the safety of schools was an important 

motivation, conservatives (59%) were different from moderates (45%, p<.05) and liberals 

(42%, p<.005), but there was no statistical difference between moderates and liberals. For 

the motivation of dissatisfaction with the curricula of other schools, moderates (73%) 

were marginally different from both conservatives and liberals (82% and 79%, 

respectively, p<.1), but there was no difference between conservatives and liberals. While 

conservative and liberal homeschoolers in this sample are equally dissatisfied with the 

curricula of other schools, as I will explain in the following chapters, their reasons for 

dissatisfaction may be very different, with some parents concerned about too much 

influence of conservative Christian values in public schools and others concerned that 

there is not enough such influence. Finally, there were no significant differences amongst 

the groups when health needs of a child or “other” were selected as important reasons. 

 When analyzing the differences in important reasons for homeschooling between 

non-religious and religious homeschoolers (see Table 6), religious homeschoolers more 

frequently than non-religious homeschoolers chose providing religious education (58% 

compared to 1%, p<.001), concern for the safety of schools (56% compared to 40%, 

p<.001), and concern for peer environment (79% compared to 62%, p<.001). Non-

religious homeschoolers more frequently indicated that a desire to provide a non-

traditional approach to education was an important factor than were religious 

homeschoolers (79% compared to 58%, p<.001). There was also a marginally significant 

difference in the percent of non-religious homeschoolers (31%) and religious 

homeschoolers (24%) who indicated that the health needs of one or more children was an 
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important motivator (p<.1). There was no significant difference in the percent who chose 

dissatisfaction with curricula of schools or in those choosing “other.” 

Primary Motivation for Homeschooling 
 
 A cross-tabulation with a chi-squared test of difference of distribution was run on 

the variable PRIMARYMOTIVE by both political views and religiosity, and in both 

cases the distributions were significantly different at the p<.001 level (these results are 

not shown in the tables). Between-cell comparisons (see Table 5) revealed that, when 

grouped by political views, there were significant differences for the motivations of 

providing religious education, dissatisfaction with curricula of other schools, and desire 

to provide a non-traditional approach. Both moderates (2%) and liberals (1%) chose 

providing religious education as their primary motivation for homeschooling far less 

frequently than conservatives (27%, p<.001 for both groups), though there was no 

statistical difference between moderates and liberals. Liberals (20%) chose dissatisfaction 

with the curricula of other schools less frequently than did moderates (35%, p<.05), but 

there was no statistical difference between liberals and conservatives (27%) or moderates 

and conservatives. Finally, 36% of liberals chose desire to provide a non-traditional 

educational approach as their primary motivation for homeschooling, compared to only 

21% of moderates (p<.005) and only 11% of conservatives (p<.001), though the 

difference between moderates and conservatives was not statistically significant. There 

were no statistically significant differences in the percentages of conservatives, 

moderates, and liberals who indicated concern for safety of the school environment, 
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concern for peer environment, health needs of one or more children, or “other” as their 

primary motivation for homeschooling.  

 When grouped according to religiosity (see Table 6), there were significant 

differences between non-religious and religious homeschoolers in how often they chose 

providing religious education as their primary motive (1% of non-religious compared to 

19% of religious, p<.001) and in how often they chose providing a non-traditional 

educational approach (32% of non-religious compared to 15% of religious, p<.001). 

There were not statistically significant differences between the two groups on any of the 

other primary motivations for homeschooling.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
 This analysis indicates that, among these survey respondents, political views and 

religiosity matter when it comes to the use of traditional educational methods, parents’ 

social views, and their motivations for homeschooling. In this sample, there are 

differences among conservative, moderate, and liberal homeschoolers, and between 

religious and non-religious homeschoolers. For example, among the respondents in this 

sample, those with conservative political views and who are religious tend to use more 

traditional educational methods, and tend to report less frequently that providing a non-

traditional approach to their children’s education is an important reason that they 

homeschool. This indicates that we might expect to see differences in the approaches 

these parents take to homeschooling, with more conservative and more religious parents 

being more inclined to, for example, use structured curricula or to keep track of their 
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children’s “grade level” in various subjects, and more liberal and non-religious parents 

being more inclined to use non-traditional educational methods such as unschooling.  

 Both political views and religiosity make a difference in what respondents 

identify as important reasons that they homeschool, as well as in what they identify as 

their primary motivation for homeschooling. However, even where there are similarities 

in motivations for these parents – for example, with the majority of conservative and 

liberal parents (82% and 79%, respectively) being equally likely to identify 

dissatisfaction with curricula of other schools as an important reason why they 

homeschool – there are reasons to believe that the content of their concerns or 

dissatisfactions may vary. This is evident in how these groups (conservative, moderate, 

and liberal, as well as religious and non-religious) varied significantly in their social 

views, views on children and gender, and views on school policies. Consider, for 

example, the three views that made up the composite measure of school views: that the 

giving of a prayer before public school sporting events, activities, and other programs 

should be allowed, that public schools should have gay/straight alliances or other similar 

organizations available for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and questioning students, 

and that the only sex education that should occur in public schools is Abstinence Only 

sex education. The fact that these different groups had very different responses to these 

measures implies that when, for example, a liberal and a conservative parent express 

concerns about the curricula, the safety, or the peer environment of public schools, they 

may be equally as concerned, but about different aspects of the curricula or environment 

of the public school.  
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 These results also suggest that, while there is some truth to the stereotypes about 

different types of homeschoolers, there is, in reality, a larger range of motivations and 

practices than is suggested by the discourses seen in the homeschooling conferences 

discussed in the previous chapter, and that parents have multiple, overlapping 

motivations for homeschooling. Thus, in the chapters that follow, I turn to data gathered 

through in-depth interviews with homeschooling parents across Texas, of different 

political views and degrees of religiosity, to explore the nuances of these parents’ 

critiques of public schools and of their motivations for homeschooling.  
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Table 3: Sample Descriptive Statistics 

       n mean s.d. percent 
Gender 

  
  

Male 15 
	

 2 
Female 651 

	  
97 

Other 3 
	  

0 
Race 

 	   White 562 
	  

84 
African American or Black 12 

	  
2 

Hispanic of Latino/a 22 
	  

3 
Asian or Asian-American 2 

	  
0 

Native American/American Indian 0 
	  

0 
Mixed race/More than one selected 60 

	  
9 

Other 1 
	  

0 
Orientation 

 	   Straight or Heterosexual 641 
	  

97 
Gay or Lesbain 4 

	  
1 

Bisexual 15 
	  

2 
Other 3 

	  
0 

Education Level 
 	   Some high school 1 
	  

0 
High school diploma or GED 20 

	  
3 

Some college or associate's degree 188 
	  

28 
College diploma (bachelor's degree or equivalent) 324 

	  
49 

Master's or professional degree 112 
	  

17 
Doctoral degree 22 

	  
3 

Yearly Income 
 	   Under $20,000 18 
	  

3 
$20,000-$39,999 44 

	  
7 

$40,000-$59,999 87 
	  

14 
$60,000-$79,999 96 

	  
15 

$80,000-$99,999 114 
	  

18 
$100,000-$149,999 185 

	  
29 

$150,000-$199,999 55 
	  

9 
$200,000-$499,999 37 

	  
6 

$500,000 or above 6 		   1 

  	   continued on next page 
 	   

  	   
	 	 	 	  



 114 

	 	 	 	  Table 3, continued from previous page	
	 	 	 	  n	 mean	 s.d.	 percent	

Marital Status	
	 	 	 	Married	 629	

	 	
94	

Partnered (not legally married)	 10	
	 	

2	
Divorced 16	

	 	
2	

Widowed 4 
  

1 
Single (not partnered/never married) 9 

	  
1 

Age 659 41.13	 7.11  
Number of Children 676 2.95	 1.5  
Years Homeschooling 

 	   1 year or less 96 
	  

14 
2-3 years 175 

	  
26 

4-6 years 156 
  

23 
7-9 years 81 

  
12 

10 years or more 166 
	  

25 
Number known homeschoolers, before beginning 

 	   None 132 
	  

20 
One or two 279 

	  
42 

Three to six 157 
	  

23 
Seven or more 102 

	  
15 

Number of close friends who homeschool 
 	   None of them do 98 

	  
15 

Some of them, most do not 225 
	  

34 
About half do, half do not 179 

	  
27 

Most do, some do not 142 
	  

21 
All or almost all do 26 

	  
4 

Perceived Connection to Homeschooling Community 
 	   Very connected 337 

	  
50 

Somewhat connected 245 
	  

37 
Not very connected 71 

	  
11 

Not at all connected 18 		 		 3 
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Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables 

  n mean s.d. percent 
Political Views 

 	   Conservative 335 
	  

50 
Moderate 181 

	  
27 

Liberal 149 
	  

22 
Religiosity 

 	   Non-religious 178 
	  

27 
Religious 490 

	  
73 

Use of Traditional Educational Methods 664 7.78 2.96 
	Social Views 629 5.93 4.08 
	Views on Kids and Gender 648 9.87 2.07 
	School Views 624 4.29 2.68 
	Important Motivations for Homeschooling 

   	Provide religious education 676 0.42 0.49 
	Concern for safety of schools 676 0.51 0.50 
	Concern for peer environment 676 0.74 0.44 
	Dissatisfaction with curricula of schools 676 0.79 0.41 
	Provide non-traditional approach 676 0.63 0.48 
	Health needs of child(ren) 676 0.25 0.44 
	Other 676 0.43 0.49 
	Primary Motivation for Homeschooling 

 	   Provide religious education 95 
	  

14 
Concern for safety of schools 17 

	  
3 

Concern for peer environment 61 
	  

9 
Dissatisfaction with curricula of schools 183 

	  
27 

Provide non-traditional approach 128 
	  

19 
Health needs of child(ren) 40 

	  
6 

Other 144 		   22 

 
  



 116 

Table 5: Study Variables by Political Views 

	
Conservative Moderate Liberal 

	
(n=335) (n=181) (n=149) 

  mean s.d. mean s.d. mean s.d. 
Use of traditional educational methods 8.42 2.79 7.38 ***a 2.94 6.87 ***a 2.97 
Social views 2.92 2.69 7.39 ***a 2.96 10.53 ***a,b 1.76 
Views on kids and gender 8.81 1.98 10.47 ***a 1.51 11.48 ***a,b 1.36 
School views 2.39 1.80 4.99 ***a 1.85 7.43 ***a,b 1.47 
Important Motivations for Homeschooling 

  	 	 	 	 	 	Provide religious education 0.72 0.45 0.19 ***a 0.40 0.03 ***a, **b 0.18 
Concern for safety of schools 0.59 0.49 0.45 *a 0.50 0.42 **a 0.50 
Concern for peer environment 0.83 0.38 0.72 *a 0.45 0.60 ***a, *b 0.49 
Dissatisfaction with curricula of schools 0.82 0.38 0.73 †a 0.44 0.79 †b 0.41 
Provide non-traditional approach 0.55 0.50 0.66 *a 0.47 0.80 ***a, *b 0.40 
Health needs of child(ren) 0.23 0.42 0.25 

 
0.44 0.32 

 
0.47 

Other 0.39 0.49 0.46 
 

0.50 0.47 
 

0.50 
Primary Motivation for Homeschooling 

  	 	 	 	 	 	Provide religious education 0.27 0.44 0.02 ***a 0.15 0.01 ***a 0.08 
Concern for safety of schools 0.02 0.14 0.01 

 
0.11 0.04 

 
0.21 

Concern for peer environment 0.10 0.30 0.09 
 

0.29 0.07 
 

0.26 
Dissatisfaction with curricula of schools 0.27 0.44 0.35 

 
0.48 0.20 *b 0.40 

Provide non-traditional approach 0.11 0.31 0.21 
 

0.41 0.36 ***a, **b 0.48 
Health needs of child(ren) 0.03 0.17 0.08 

 
0.28 0.09 

 
0.29 

Other 0.20 0.40 0.24   0.43 0.22   0.42 
a statistically significant difference from conservative 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	b statistically significant difference from moderate 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	† p < .1 
		 	 	 	 	 	 	* p < .05 
		 	 	 	 	 	 	** p < .005 
		 	 	 	 	 	 	***p<.001 
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Table 6: Study Variables by Religiosity  

	
Non-Religious Religious 

	
(n=178) (n=490) 

  mean s.d. mean s.d. 
Use of traditional educational methods 6.60 

 
2.88 8.21 *** 2.87 

Social views 10.27 
 

2.07 4.29 *** 3.40 
Views on kids and gender 11.28 

 
1.38 9.36 *** 2.04 

School views 7.10 
 

1.62 3.21 *** 2.19 
Important Motivations for Homeschooling 

    	 	Provide religious education 0.01 
 

0.07 0.58 *** 0.49 
Concern for safety of schools 0.40 

 
0.49 0.56 *** 0.50 

Concern for peer environment 0.62 
 

0.49 0.79 *** 0.41 
Dissatisfaction with curricula of schools 0.75 

 
0.43 0.81 

 
0.39 

Provide non-traditional approach 0.79 
 

0.41 0.58 *** 0.49 
Health needs of child(ren) 0.31 

 
0.46 0.24 † 0.42 

Other 0.46 
 

0.50 0.42 
 

0.49 
Primary Motivation for Homeschooling 

   	 	 	Provide religious education 0.01 
 

0.08 0.19 *** 0.39 
Concern for safety of schools 0.03 

 
0.17 0.02 

 
0.15 

Concern for peer environment 0.08 
 

0.27 0.10 
 

0.30 
Dissatisfaction with curricula of schools 0.25 

 
0.43 0.28 

 
0.45 

Provide non-traditional approach 0.32 
 

0.47 0.15 *** 0.36 
Health needs of child(ren) 0.07 

 
0.26 0.05 

 
0.22 

Other 0.25   0.43 0.20   0.40 
† p < .1 

	 	 	 	 	 	* p < .05 
	 	 	 	 	 	** p < .005 
	 	 	 	 	 	***p<.001 
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PART 2: MOTIVATIONS FOR HOMESCHOOLING 

 

Chapter 4: Dogmatic Motivations for Homeschooling 

 
 I interviewed Claudia, a Black, heterosexual, middle-income, married mother of 

three children, at a quaint, independently-owned coffee shop in her suburban hometown, 

about an hour’s drive from one of Texas’ major cities. Claudia, who identified as 

politically conservative and very religious, told me of how she came to be convicted that 

God wanted her to homeschool her children at a church retreat a number of years ago. As 

she recounted her motivations for homeschooling and told me what she perceived as the 

major benefits of homeschooling, the topic of kids and dating came up. When I asked 

how she felt about dating, and how she saw romantic relationships happening in the 

context of homeschooling, Claudia told me, 

My experience, with having boyfriends, it just – it never ended well. It was 

always broken hearts, and lots of tears; it just never ended well. And, I don’t think 

it’s necessary to go through that in order to find someone to eventually marry. I 

just really don’t. And my husband and I agree on that, because he and I started out 

that way, just friends. Just a friendly relationship, and over time it just slowly 

became more romantic. And so once we realized that that’s how we got to this 

point, it’s like, oh, this is the direction that we should go [with our children]. Just 

maintaining friendships. And if it naturally goes someplace else, then we’ll let it 

naturally go there, but we won’t force it, that type of thing. We have run into a 
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little bit of the boyfriend/girlfriend thing [with our oldest son]. But we just nipped 

that in the bud right away, it’s like, nope, we’re not going to do that, your dad and 

I didn’t, and we feel like this is the best way to just do it, just be friends. 

Claudia told me with a sense of shock that she felt like some of the teenage girls in their 

homeschooling group were flirting with her son; one girl in particular would frequently 

hit him in what she saw as a flirtatious manner. She explained that, while dating and 

romantic relationships were far more intense of an issue in public schools, 

Homeschoolers are no different, they’re still all just kids, they’re still all pre-

teens, they still all react the same way. The beauty of it is, is that we’re in 

relationship. [My kids] feel free to come to me and talk to me about these things, 

and even more than that, these [other homeschooling parents] are women that I 

know. So if it becomes an issue, like with the hitting, I can go to her mom and say 

hey, you know, this is getting out of control, this is what’s happening, are you 

aware of it – that kind of thing. So I think that’s a major benefit of being a 

homeschooler. 

Claudia felt that homeschooling was a better context for children to learn about and 

understand romantic relationships for several reasons: first, homeschoolers have a closer 

relationship with their parents and are more likely to tell them what’s going on in their 

lives; second, the homeschooling families know each other well enough that they can set 

boundaries and ground rules about dating; and finally, the parents of homeschoolers have 

greater control in deciding if, when, and under what circumstances their children are 

allowed to date.  
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 This last reason was especially important to Claudia. She told me that part of the 

reason she and her husband were not going to permit their children to date while they are 

young is that they just are not ready to handle romantic relationships yet. She explained, 

There’s this book that I read a few years ago, I think it’s called What You Should 

Be To Marry My Daughter. It’s written by a pastor. And at the end of the book, he 

says, it’s not required that he be complete, now, but just be moving in the 

direction of all these levels of maturity in all these vast areas. And so I think that 

that book kind of led me to the fact that you just, when you’re 16, 17 [years old], 

you’re just not ready. You just don’t think along those terms. But you just need to 

be moving in that general direction, with your thoughts about your finances, your 

thoughts about your religious beliefs. Your thoughts about all these things should 

be moving in a specific direction; he was saying that you should be moving in this 

direction, in order to marry my daughter. And I just thought that was fabulous. 

And he bragged early on, “my daughter has never cried her eyes out about a boy. 

She has never had to be on some type of suicide watch.” Because he’s a 

counselor, and he’s had all these people come into his office about all this stuff, 

and he’s like, “we’ve never done that, because we realize that those types of 

relationships, they’re just not ready for them.” It’s too much for them to handle; 

feelings are inevitably going to be hurt. And it’s just too much for them.  

Claudia felt that it was incredibly important that she protect her sons and daughter from 

romantic relationships during their pre-teen and teenage years, both because such 

relationships bring about stress and heartbreak that children just are not able to handle, 
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and because she did not see dating as an ideal way to find a spouse. Homeschooling 

allowed Claudia to have – or at least, to perceive that she had – a greater level of control 

over her children’s experience of love, romance, and sexuality. 

 Claudia’s perspective stood in stark contrast to that of Jamie, a white, bisexual, 

middle-income, heterosexually-married mother of one daughter, who I interviewed 

several weeks later at a picnic table outside of her local suburban YMCA. Jamie, who 

identified as politically very liberal and not at all religious, explained that one of the 

major reasons that she and her husband decided to homeschool – or more specifically, 

unschool – their daughter Emery, who had just turned seven at the time of the interview, 

was in order to help her develop a sense of personal autonomy. Jamie explained how it 

was very important that they let their daughter make decisions as much as they could: 

We do try to give her as much autonomy as possible. We let her make as many 

decisions for herself as much as we possibly can. And everything that we don’t let 

her make a decision on, is up for negotiation. We try to leave it up to her as much 

as possible, because if she can’t make her own decisions even when we’re here to 

support her, what’s she going to do when we’re not there to support her? How is 

she going to make any decisions for herself? I mean, you see it all the time, you 

know, kids leave the safety of their home, and the support of their parents, and 

they go kind of crazy, because they’ve never had that opportunity before. Or god 

forbid, they’ve never been able to make any choices, so they don’t even know 

what they like to do, they don’t know what they want to do with their time, 
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because they’ve never been given the opportunity to figure it out. And she’s pretty 

good at that. 

One of the clear benefits Jamie saw of raising Emery this way was that it provided her 

with a sense of self, and more specifically, a sense that she deserved to be treated with 

respect. She gave a compelling example of this in describing a recent visit from Emery’s 

grandfather: 

My father-in-law was here visiting last week, and he is of an older generation – 

and he is not nice to little kids. He teases them, and he gets joy out of making 

them cry from teasing them, and stuff. And I can see that he’s trying, but you 

know, 70 years of conditioning, and being treated like crap as a kid – he was 

treated terrible as a kid, you know, shamed, berated, beaten, everything. And he 

did more or less the same thing to my husband, when he was growing up. But she 

stood up to him. He was teasing her, and she didn’t like it. And she told him to 

stop. And he continued. And I told him to stop. And he continued. And she left 

the room. And she was afraid I was mad at her – I was like, I’m not mad at you, 

you did exactly what you were supposed to do, you asked him to stop, and he 

didn’t and that’s not your fault. That’s on him. And she stood her ground, and she 

was very firm, and said no. And [later] when she had her chat with him, she told 

him, “I don’t deserve to be treated like that. I told you to stop, and no means no.” 

It’s not easy for kids to stand up to adults, especially if it’s an older family 

member. But she stood her ground. She knows that she deserves more respect 

than that, because we’ve told her that she deserves more respect than that. And I 
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think that if somebody else is making all the decisions for her – it’s not really very 

respectful to tell a kid what they can and can’t wear every day, or how they can 

and can’t do their hair, or what have you, or what they can and can’t play with. I 

just don’t think that’s very respectful of them at all. So she’s pretty good, and 

strong with that stuff, and I don’t see that as much with other kids. And she also 

does have a strong personality, so I don’t think it would be completely gone, if 

she was in traditional schooling. But I don’t think that she would have such a 

strong sense of what she deserves and how she should be treated. 

For Jamie, it was of utmost importance that Emery develop a sense of autonomy, which 

included a sense that she could make decisions about her own life and her own body, and 

that she could say no to others who tried to get her to do things that she did not want to 

do. Unlike Claudia, who saw homeschooling as a way to exercise control over her 

children’s behavior, keeping them from having the kind of autonomy they would have, 

but not be able to handle, in public school, Jamie saw homeschooling as a way to provide 

Emery with the ability to exercise control over her own life, giving her a higher degree of 

autonomy than she would be able to have in public school.  

 Claudia and Jamie’s narratives represent the two extremes of what I call 

“dogmatic motivations” for homeschooling. In this and the following chapter, I report the 

findings from my analysis of 44 in-depth interviews with homeschooling parents across 

Texas. These interviews focused on parents’ motivations for homeschooling, their 

perceived benefits and drawbacks of homeschooling, and their overall homeschooling 

experiences (for more on the interview methodology, see chapter 1). Specifically, I use 
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the data from these interviews to address my third set of research questions: What 

motivates parents to homeschool? How do parents’ motivations compare to the dominant 

homeschooling discourses? In analyzing the transcripts of these interviews, I came to 

realize that parents’ motivations for homeschooling can be roughly divided into two 

types: dogmatic and situational. Dogmatic motivations – the focus of this chapter – are 

those like Claudia and Jamie expressed, which are grounded in a fundamental 

incompatibility between the parent’s understanding of what schooling, childhood, and/or 

family should look like, and how public school students – either their own, others that 

they know, or students in the abstract – experience schooling, childhood, and/or family. 

While these motivations were sometimes grounded in specific experiences the 

interviewee had, they were usually framed more abstractly, or understood to be one 

example of a much larger problem with public education. These motivations, as the 

parents articulate them, tend to map onto the homeschooling discourses constituted 

through the homeschooling conferences discussed in chapter 2. 

 Situational motivations – which will be the focus of the next chapter – are those 

grounded in a specific experience of an issue with public schools, most typically the 

family’s own public school to which they are zoned, that the parents believe 

compromises their child’s education. These motivations are almost always framed around 

individual experiences. Only sometimes did the interviewees who expressed these 

motivations connect them to larger structural, institutional, or cultural issues. It is 

important to note that these categories of dogmatic and situational motivations comprise a 

typology of motivations, not a typology of homeschooling families or parents themselves. 
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Some of the parents in my sample could be classified, based on their motivations, as 

primarily or exclusively dogmatic homeschoolers, or primarily or exclusively situational 

homeschoolers, but over half of the parents I interviewed expressed a combination of 

dogmatic and situational motivations (though some leaned more heavily toward one than 

another – see chapter 6 for more detail on this).  

 In this chapter, I focus on dogmatic motivations for homeschooling. These 

dogmatic motivations, I argue, cluster around two central critiques of gender and 

sexuality in American public schools, which correspond with two competing ideologies 

of childhood: one which views children as “in process,” as developing toward selfhood, 

and the other which views children as already selves, capable of exercising agency and 

autonomy. I argue that these two different ideologies of childhood result in differences in 

homeschooling practices, and highlight the way that the “homeschooling experience” 

may look very different for children depending on their parents’ ideological standpoint. 

There are important implications for how we understand “the homeschooled child,” and 

how we understand childhood more generally.  

 

DOGMATIC MOTIVATIONS FOR HOMESCHOOLING 
 

While there is great variation among the motivations of homeschooling parents, 

dogmatic motivations largely cluster around two central critiques of gender and sexuality 

in American public schools. The first, roughly corresponding to the conservative 

religious homeschooling discourse, is that schools are too sexual and are a threat to the 

sexual innocence of children, and that pulling children from the school environment and 
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educating them in the home can serve as a way to protect “innocent” children from the 

influence of their peers, the school curriculum, and a perceived broader liberal agenda in 

public schools. Many (but not all) of the parents who invoked this critique identified as 

conservative and/or religious. The second critique, roughly corresponding to the 

unschooling discourse, is that schools are not too sexual, per se, but that they promote a 

narrow understanding of gender and sexuality: that the heterosexual and/or traditionally 

gendered space of the school forces children to adhere to a model of gender and sexuality 

that is, at best, constraining or alienating, and at worst, dangerous. In the following 

sections, I will discuss and give examples of these two critiques, and in doing so, will 

argue that the two critiques stem from two differing ideological constructions of 

childhood. 

School as Overly Sexual 
 
 I began my interviews by asking my respondents to describe the process of 

deciding to homeschool their children and their motivations for doing so, and followed 

this up by asking them what they currently saw as the main advantages and disadvantages 

of homeschooling over the public school model. One of the common critiques of public 

schools – and at times, private and other alternatives to public school – that arose in these 

interviews was that schools are overly sexualized spaces. Several different reasons were 

given for this critique, including that school curricula strayed away from what “should” 

be taught in school, and that children in schools are exposed to inappropriate sexual ideas 

and behaviors through their peers.  
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 For Sharon, a former public school teacher, the instruction in schools around sex 

and sexuality was a primary motivation for homeschooling her son, Luke, 16, who had 

been homeschooled his entire life. Sharon was white, middle-income, and married; she 

had a college degree, though her husband, who was the primary breadwinner of the 

family, never attended college. When I asked Sharon how she came to the decision to 

homeschool, she told me: 

We are a Christian family. […] We wanted that Christian environment. And you 

can’t really do that with the public schools. It’s almost like there’s everything but 

Christianity. I mean, they can teach all of these other things, but if you want to 

bring the Bible into it, you can’t. And so I realized that, and it’s like, okay, I just 

know that this is something that we need to look at doing, is to homeschool.  

While she did not explicitly mention sexuality in this comment, Sharon alluded to it here 

when she commented that “Christianity” is not allowed in public schools, whereas 

“everything else” is. That Sharon’s beliefs about sexual morality were part of what she 

meant when she spoke of “Christianity” became evident when I later asked Sharon to 

expand on her thoughts about public school, and she brought sexuality more explicitly 

into the conversation: 

In the next town over, there was a big thing last year, they’re pushing the kids at 

the high school to accept alternative lifestyles. But they don’t want you to teach 

about a heterosexual lifestyle. You know, you can’t do both. It’s like, okay, 

they’re going to take the alternative lifestyle, and they’re going to say we accept 
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the gay lifestyle, but then if someone in that school doesn’t believe that 

perspective, they don’t accept that other person. 

For Sharon, public school is an overtly sexualized space, specifically one that teaches a 

version of sexuality that she finds unacceptable. She believes that in public schools, 

homosexuality – or what she referred to as an “alternative lifestyle” – is taught as a valid 

and acceptable form of sexuality, a notion that Sharon thinks is simply untrue. Because 

the validity of same-sex sexuality is taught as if it is fact, rather than one of many beliefs, 

Sharon constructs the public school as a space that is threatening to her own worldview. 

 For other parents, the official curriculum of schools was less of an issue than the 

lessons children learned in school from their peers. Jasmine, a Black, married, middle-

income, stay-at-home mother of two (soon to be three), explained to me that, before 

having kids, she had never imagined she would homeschool. But when she and her 

husband began thinking of having children, she was “starting to see the types of things 

that public schools were teaching, and the types of kids that were coming out of public 

school, and things I was hearing out of young kids, and things they were exposed to, I 

was like, oh my! You know, six-year-olds talking about things that six-year-olds 

shouldn’t be talking about.” When I asked her for an example of the types of things to 

which she was concerned about children being exposed, she recounted hearing a child at 

her church talking about sex:  

There’s a little boy, he was probably six or seven, and he was talking to someone 

about – he knew how babies were made. And, he knew, pretty in detail, how 

babies were made, for a six year old. And I was like, oh my goodness! And then I 
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heard his mom talking about it and how she was mortified that he knew all this 

stuff, and that he had learned it from kids at school. And I was like, oh my gosh, 

at six! That’s kindergarten! 

Though Jasmine implied that the knowledge this young boy was recounting was factually 

correct (“he knew pretty in detail”), and focused on the biological process of how babies 

are made, she felt that this was not knowledge that a young child should have. In noting 

that he had acquired this knowledge from his peers in a school setting, Jasmine constructs 

schools as spaces in which children are not protected from this knowledge.  

 This concern about what children are exposed to was not limited to very young 

children. Janice, a white, middle-income mother of four, did not homeschool her older 

three kids, now adults and parenting their own children, because at the time, she was not 

really aware of homeschooling. Janice and her second husband had adopted their now 

teenage son Mark later in life, and she explained her decision to homeschool Mark in 

terms of her older children’s experiences in public school, saying, “I wish they hadn’t 

been in that environment. And there was just a lot of garbage that I didn’t need my 

children being raised around. Not that I’m interested in protecting Mark to the point 

where he couldn’t function in society. But there’s some things a sixth grade girl doesn’t 

need to learn until she’s in high school.” When I asked her to clarify, she named both sex 

education and the language students used in school as examples of things to which 

middle and high school students should not be exposed.  

 Parents frequently justified their concerns about what their children would learn in 

school by invoking a discourse of children as innocent. For example, Veronica, a white, 
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married, low-income mother of five, stated that because they were a Christian family, “I 

try to keep them…[sighs] sheltered in a way? But not so sheltered that they’re weird? 

[Laughs] You know, just try to keep their innocence as long they can. I think in public 

school they lose their innocence sooner.” For Veronica and Janice, as well as other 

parents, children’s loss of innocence is seen as inevitable; it needs to happen in order for 

them to transition from childhood to adulthood, and is also necessary to some degree so 

that they will not be so naïve as to be unable to function in society. However, this loss of 

innocence is something that they see themselves, as parents, having the power – and even 

the responsibility – to delay for as long as possible. 

 The parents who saw public schools as damaging children’s innocence were 

primarily conservative Christians who framed sexuality as a moral issue. However, not 

all of these parents were religious and for them, and even some of the religious parents, 

their concerns were not framed around morality. Aspen, a white, middle-income, 

politically conservative but non-religious mother of two cited “protecting their 

innocence” as one of the main reasons she and her husband decided to homeschool their 

sons. Aspen explained,  

The things that children are exposed to in school before they’re emotionally or 

mentally prepared to deal with them are shocking to me. And scary, and it’s just 

gotten worse over the years, and we just felt like, you’re a child for such a short 

period of time, and once you’re exposed to something you can never take it out of 

your brain and un-learn it, and we just wanted to protect that, and them, as long as 

possible.  
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For Aspen, children’s innocence did not need to be protected for moral reasons, but 

rather, because it may damage them emotionally or mentally. Another parent, Ruth, who 

was a white, middle-income, married mother of three, identified herself as very religious, 

but nevertheless explained her desire to protect her children from sexual themes in 

biological, rather than moral or religious, terms. She stated, “I have read that all of this 

constant exposure to sexual themes can trigger their hormones? And I don’t know how 

accurate that is, but girls are going through puberty younger and younger, and I thought 

well, if that’s a part of it, then I’ll just try to delay it as long as I can.”  

 What both Aspen and Ruth’s comments imply is that underlying this desire to 

protect children’s innocence is a fear that being exposed to certain ideas and concepts 

about sexuality has the potential to change children. Other parents imply this as well, 

often with comments about not wanting their children to “grow up too fast.”  Margaret, a 

white, middle income, bisexual, heterosexually-married mother of two, who identified as 

politically moderate and non-religious, talked about trying to limit outside influences on 

her daughter while also being open enough with her that she is not too sheltered: “We 

have a very open dialog with her, we don’t censor things, she’s not as sheltered as I think 

a lot of homeschool kids are. We try not to - we’re trying to prepare her for the real 

world, but also still, you know, give her time to be a kid, and not feel like she’s being 

forced to grow up too fast. I want her to enjoy being a kid.” These parents all understood 

that their children need to “grow up” eventually, and that their innocence could not be 

maintained indefinitely, but they all felt it was preferable that their children avoid this 

change from innocent child to knowing adult for as long as possible.  
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 For some parents, however – particularly the more religious parents – the fear of 

children being exposed to certain knowledge was also a fear that children would come to 

adopt as acceptable certain “unacceptable” perspectives on sexuality. This was 

accompanied by a fear that their children would then behave in unacceptable ways. 

Claudia, who we met at the beginning of the chapter, explained the dangers of putting 

children in public school in the following way: 

Even if you talk to a child, and prep them, and encourage them, and send them out 

into a public school setting, they’re going to make mistakes. They’re going to. I 

think the pressure is quite a bit, and it’s for such a long period of time. It’s a long 

period of time to make the right choices, you know, to do things, or to not do 

things that would be wrong, in your parents’ eyes. And even for adults - you’re in 

the workplace, you find yourself listening to a joke that you know you shouldn’t 

listen to, and then, not even calling the person out, “Hey, that’s completely 

inappropriate.” So it’s not specific to age, it’s just one of those across the board 

type of things that is just a people thing. And it takes practice, to make those right 

decisions and stand firm in what you believe. That takes practice.  

Claudia felt that the temptation to think and behave in ways that are morally wrong was 

not exclusive to children, but she believed that children have the added disadvantage of 

not having enough practice in making “right decisions.” Claudia saw homeschooling as a 

way to prevent her children’s thoughts and behaviors from going in the “wrong,” or 

morally unacceptable, direction.  
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 For the most part, these parents frame children’s gender and sexuality in terms of 

behavior, rather than identity. Their goal is not necessarily to shape who their children 

are, but to shape how they act: to influence their gender and sexual expression by 

focusing on who they should be – what many of these parents, echoing the discourse 

discussed in chapter 2, referred to as “character” – which they see as being defined by 

how people behave.  They see it as their duty to protect their children from certain 

influences, and to guide them toward, or lay a strong foundation for, “correct” gendered 

and sexual expression.  

Danielle, a white, high-income, married mother of two, told me that she did not 

mind teenagers being taught about sexuality in the context of a biology or anatomy class, 

but, like Sharon, felt that schools should not promote certain sexual behaviors, including 

“alternative lifestyles” and “lesbian, gay, and transgender issues,” which she thought 

were “mom and dad’s arena.” She told me,  

I’m not necessarily opposed to him learning about, you know, gay and lesbian 

issues, or what is a transgender [sic], you know, I mean that’s the world we live 

in. But that should come from me. And that should be something that I can 

explain to him, okay, well this is what gay means, this is what lesbian means, this 

is what rainbow coalition means, this is whatever. And it’s up to me to make sure 

that he understands that they are still people, and you still treat them with respect, 

and you don’t hate on them. But what they’re giving them in the schools is that 

this is normal behavior. That it encompasses all the normal range of human 

behavior. And you have to accept it, or you’re a bigot. And I don’t agree with that 
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either. That’s something that’s a philosophy, it’s a political type discussion, that is 

probably better served in the home, where you’ve got mom and dad that can, you 

know, guide them. 

For Danielle, it was important that she be involved in any conversation her children had 

about same-sex sexuality, so that she could include her perspective that same-sex 

behavior is unacceptable, and not a behavior that her son should engage in.  

 Parents worried about public school because, as Claudia put it, at school, “other 

people are able to influence their thoughts, their choices.” Claudia and Danielle, like 

other parents who utilized the childhood innocence discourse, were not worried that, for 

example, public school would make their children gay; in fact, none of the parents I 

interviewed expressed such a fear. Rather, they worried about the school’s influence on 

their thoughts and their behaviors. Claudia summed up the importance of homeschooling, 

saying, 

The values, and the things that we hold dear - they’ll be lost for them if I don’t 

take these early years and share with them why we think the way we think, and 

why it’s the righteous way to think - if we didn’t establish that first and let them 

get all their questions out and have open dialogue and discussion about them, then 

they may not have a firm foundation, a firm beginning. 

She later added, “There’s a lot of opportunity there, to teach what’s appropriate. But, 

without supervision, they’re going to make the wrong decisions. They just need guidance, 

into making the right decisions.” Claudia’s statements reveal a belief that children need to 

be guided in such a way that they will be more likely to make the right decisions, 
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choosing righteous beliefs and appropriate behaviors, as adults. Or, as another parent, 

Donald, put it, rather than putting his children in situations where they would face such 

decisions, “We want to slowly develop them.”  

Table 7: Characteristics of the “School as Overly Sexual” Critique 

 

 I argue that in emphasizing behavior rather than identity, these parents rely on an 

understanding of childhood gender and sexuality as malleable, rather than fixed, and as 

marked by choice (see Table 7). It is not how their children choose to identify, but rather 

a question of how they choose to behave, that defines their character, or “who they are” 

as a person. In other words, though these parents believe there is only one correct way to 

Critique: School as overly sexual 

Understanding of 
gender/sexuality: 

Defined by behaviors 

What defines “who you are”: Character 

• Evidenced by behaviors 

• Formed during childhood 

Goals of parenting: • Protect children’s innocence 

• Shape children’s character 

• Lay foundation for right behavior/choices 

(including gender & sexual expression) 

Theory of childhood 
gender/sexuality: 

• Malleable 

• Social constructionist 
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enact gender and sexuality, they paradoxically adopt a social constructionist view of 

gender and sexuality in childhood. 

School as Constraining Gender and Sexuality 

 Alongside the critique of public school as overly sexualized and a threat to 

childhood innocence, a second critique also featured prominently in my interviews. In 

this critique, parents – usually politically liberal and mostly, though not exclusively, non-

religious – were critical of schools for being spaces where children’s gender and sexual 

expression are constrained. As with the previous critique, parents saw this constraint as 

coming about both from the school curricula and from students’ peers. Rather than focus 

on what children were exposed to from their peers, however, these parents spoke more 

about the differences in the type and quality of peer culture and peer interactions that 

exist between public school and homeschooling.   

 Several of the parents I interviewed were strongly critical of sexual education in 

schools, but rather than be concerned that children were exposed to too much, they were 

concerned they were not being exposed to enough. Raya was an immigrant, Indian-

American, middle-income, married mother of two sons, both of whom had previously 

been in public school. When her older son, David, was in middle school, she signed a 

permission slip allowing him to participate in the school’s sex education program, but 

was surprised when he came home one day with a flier promoting abstinence, which, in 

her mind, should not be part of a sex education curriculum. She explained her reaction to 

the abstinence flier: 
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I think, first of all - kids are going to have sex. Alright? But I think the biggest 

problem is, that they turn it into this awful, terrible, not okay thing that only the 

bad kids do. I think instead of presenting it as this awful, terrible thing, if you just 

taught them the facts, okay, here’s what it is, here’s what can happen, here’s what 

you should do, and if you could abstain? Eh, you won’t have to worry about any 

of those things. But I think that teaching them that you expect them to abstain, is 

guaranteeing that they will not come and talk to you if they are thinking about it. I 

mean, if I had a daughter and she was going to do it, I would be like honey, you 

can do it, in our house. So if something goes wrong, or if you don’t want to do it, 

you’re comfortable. Instead of ‘oh my god, I don't even want to hear that you’re 

going to do this.’ 

Raya believed that teaching abstinence is unrealistic because teenagers are sexual beings. 

Beyond limiting their access to information that would help them make decisions about 

sexual behavior, Raya also thought that this type of education was unnecessarily 

moralizing. She identified one of the lessons of abstinence-only education as being that 

people who do not abstain from sexual activity are “bad,” which discourages teens who 

are engaging in, or considering engaging in, sexual activity from seeking out their 

parents’ advice on their relationships. Raya believed that this can lead teens, particularly 

teen girls, to engage in sexual activity in which their comfort and ability to consent may 

be compromised. In expressing this belief, Raya sounded much like the Dutch parents in 

Amy Schalet’s (2011) examination of how Dutch and American parents differently 

understand teenagers and sexuality; unlike the American parents, the Dutch parents 
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thought it was important for their teens to be able to have sex in the home so that they 

could do so in a comfortable environment. Raya recognized that this stance was rare 

among American parents, and attributed her own adoption of this view to having lived in 

several other countries before moving to the United States in her 20s. 

 Mia, a white, low-income, married mother of two sons also critiqued abstinence-

based sex education. She was among several parents who felt that sex education that is 

primarily or exclusively morality-based, or even primarily biology-focused, misses 

important educational components because it is divorced from concepts like respect, 

consent, pleasure, and sexual violence. Mia told me a story about how, when her older 

son was 11, she seized on his question about a condom they had seen on the ground 

earlier in the day to have a very comprehensive conversation about sex. Though her son 

had been hesitant to talk about it at first, she recalled, 

That night after dinner he said, “Mom, I want to know more about that thing,” and 

we had the whole talk. I mean, all of it. Rape, birth control, abortion, adoption, 

condoms - all of it. And the emotional side, you know, don’t push a girl, no means 

no, and you don’t have to do it with everybody. Don’t let anybody tell you you’re 

manlier if you do it. And he was like, “Why do people do that?” And I said, 

“because it’s fun, and because it feels good.” You know, it was a little weird at 

first, but I was trying real hard to make it not weird, and so once I started being 

like, really just, calm about it, he had all kinds of questions. And it was great. 

Like other parents mentioned earlier in this chapter, Mia commented that she was glad 

that she, rather than the school, was the one to provide sex education to her son. But 
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unlike these other parents, Mia’s reasoning was that she could address a more 

comprehensive range of issues than her son would be exposed to in a school setting. She 

commented that she “want[s] him to know everything, real and true and open and 

honest,” and that such a holistic understanding of sex would not be what he would get if 

he took a sex education class in a public school. She also explained that, after this 

conversation, she was not worried about him talking about sex with anyone else, because 

she knew she covered so much ground with him already.  

 For Maria, a Latina, low-income, married mother of three daughters, the lack of 

open discussion about sexuality in schools discourages children – particularly girls – 

from taking ownership of their sexuality. She explained, “I think it’s really, really 

important for my kids to own their sexuality, especially as girls. That no one else 

determines their sexuality, and they own that, and they call the shots with that. And they 

have to be comfortable with that. It’s so much part of our identity, how we feel about 

ourselves, how we see ourselves, how we interact with others.” Maria did not think that 

girls’ ownership of their sexuality was something that was promoted by the larger culture 

in general, but she felt that it was particularly hard to develop this in the context of 

schools.13 Maria identified a paradox: She felt that, on the one hand, sex is at the 

forefront of teens’ interactions with each other, but on the other, it is in the background, if 

even present at all, in instruction and discussion in schools. In not allowing sexuality to 

                                                
13 Maria is identifying a theme in one of several competing discourses about adolescent 
girls’ sexuality, exemplified by psychologist Deborah Tolman’s finding that girls’ 
experience and understanding of their own sexuality and sexual desire is very much 
shaped by their social location and experiences (Tolman 2004).  
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be normalized, Maria argued, schools are spaces in which it is difficult for girls to 

become comfortable and confident about their sexuality – and thus, following her logic, 

about their very sense of self. 

 Several parents I spoke with talked about how the peer culture of schools 

encourages conformity to certain gender and sexual norms. This peer culture was 

described by parents as being a hierarchical social system in which a person’s ability to 

have and sustain social relationships is largely determined by their place in this hierarchy, 

and in which non-conformity can mean being relegated to the bottom of the social 

ladder.14 These parents were sympathetic to children’s difficulties in resisting peer 

pressure, acknowledging the potentially devastating effects of being socially ostracized in 

school, but worried that this culture caused children to act in ways that would 

compromise their “true selves.” Mindy, a low-income, white, single mother of one 

daughter, Emma, stated that, “There is a lot of pressure in schools, to do drugs, to drink, 

and while I’m sure that she’s going to get some of that anyway, and probably will 

experiment with all of those things, I think it’s different than the kind of pressure you feel 

to conform in school.” It was not the behaviors themselves that concerned Mindy; she 

seemed to expect that her daughter, currently six years old, would eventually 

“experiment” with drinking, drugs, and, as she brought up later in the interview, sexual 

activity. What Mindy worried about was that Emma would do these things not out of a 

genuine curiosity, but because of feeling pressure to do them. Under Mindy’s logic, these 

                                                
14 For a discussion of how this hierarchy within schools impacts children’s relationships 
with one another in negative, even violent ways, see Klein (2012). 
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behaviors are not essentially “bad,” but they are made “bad” when they happen in a way 

that compromises her daughter’s own desires.  

 This sentiment appeared frequently when liberal and/or non-Christian parents 

talked about dating. They expressed that they did not have any concerns about their 

children dating, and many wanted it to be clear to their children that they were not 

discouraging dating, but they were critical of what they saw as children and teens dating 

because of pressure, rather than desire, to do so. Aaron, a white, low-income, married 

father of three who identified strongly as a libertarian, had recently left his work-at-home 

job that allowed him to share homeschooling labor with his wife (his older children’s 

step-mother and youngest child’s mother) to take a job teaching music at a public middle 

school. Aaron’s oldest daughter, Becca, was a year younger than his students, and while 

he said she was “as boy crazy” as his students were, he saw differences in how they date. 

Becca had a particular boy that she liked, and they saw each other a few times a week and 

hung out casually, whereas his students were engaged in what he saw as all-consuming – 

and sexually active – relationships. He said, “It’s all about status, and that part does not 

happen in the homeschool groups. Because they - I mean, they make friendships, but 

because they’re not around each other all the time, they don’t have to have like, social 

justifications for this hierarchy of who’s the coolest.” He further explained that he 

thought part of the appeal of the school relationships is in their forbidden quality: 

students at his school were not even allowed to hold hands in the hallway, and he thought 

the kids sometimes did these things to rebel, whereas “if Becca was holding hands with 

this boy that likes her, whatever.” Aaron was not concerned with Becca and her friend 
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being physical with each other because, for them, it would be out of genuine desire to do 

so, whereas he thought his students “don’t know why they’re doing it. They just know 

that it’s cool.” 

 A minority of parents talked about these pressures as being especially difficult for 

youth who may have non-heterosexual identities. Shannon, a high-income, married 

mother of two, who identified as having a mixed race/ethnicity, said that she thought 

homeschooling, “to some extent, allows young people to find their sexuality in a more 

freeing environment. I think that not having that pressure to conform is good in allowing 

kids to find themselves, whoever they might be, because maybe they might be pulled to a 

direction, that you might be gay.” Shannon went on to note that this can be hard for kids 

who know they are gay at a young age and feel pressure not to come out, but also for kids 

who may still be unsure, but might feel pressure to declare a sexual identity before they 

are ready. For Shannon, what is important is that children have the ability to figure 

themselves out on their own timeline, whether that means claiming a sexual identity 

earlier or later than they may be pressured to in the school environment.  

 The parents who engaged in this critique of public schools tended to talk about 

gendered and sexual expression in terms of their children’s identities or personalities (see 

Table 8). To these parents, gender and sexuality were already a part of who their children 

were, and their expression of gender and sexuality was seen as a reflection of something 

innate. Like the parents who saw their children as innocent, these parents also feared that 

school would change their children – not by changing their innate identity, but by causing 

their “true” or “natural” selves to be suppressed or distorted to fit within the constraints 
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of the public school environment. For example, Julia, a white, middle-income, married 

mother of three, told me the following story: 

There was one time I was sitting on my couch, and my son was five. He wanted 

these fairy wings, and a fairy wand at Target one time, so I bought them. They 

were a dollar. And I watched him, running around the living room, wearing his 

fairy wings, with his fairy wand, dancing, just totally free, not even self-conscious 

at all, and I was just like, f*** everybody else. I would not expose him to any 

kind of ridicule for being who he is, whoever he is. I know there are people who 

look down their nose at [homeschoolers] who [they think] are pulling their kids 

out of society. I dare them to look at their little boy dancing around in fairy wings, 

and think about sending him to school. I want my kids, every day, to know that 

it’s okay to be who they are. 

Julia saw her children as being able to be “free” in the context of homeschooling, 

whereas in public school, she argued, they would be ridiculed. Such ridicule had the 

potential to either suppress her children’s expressions of their true selves, or to damage 

their self-identity. Or, as Jamie, who we met at the start of the chapter, put it when she 

talked about how much her daughter Emery would chafe at the structure and rules of 

school, “People have asked me, ‘don’t you think she’ll adjust?’ And I’m like, I do. And I 

don’t want her to.” 
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Table 8: Characteristics of the “School as Constraining” Critique  

 

 

 While the more conservative and religious parents tended to see gender and 

sexual expression as malleable and defined by behaviors, the more liberal and less 

religious parents tended to see gender as fixed or innate, and as a part of identity. While 

these parents did think children could “adjust” themselves to fit into the rigid gender and 

sexual norms of public schools, this was definitely not preferable, as they saw such 

adjustment as compromising their true or natural identity. Rather than seeing it as their 

job as parents to shelter and guide their children, these parents saw their responsibility as 

Critique: School as constraining 

Understanding of 
gender/sexuality: 

Part of identity 

What defines “who you are”: Core sense of self 

• Innate 

• Includes personality, temperament, other 

aspects of identity 

Goals of parenting: • Allow children freedom to express themselves – 

exercise agency 

• Protect from situations in which core self would 

be damaged/suppressed 

Theory of childhood 
gender/sexuality: 

• Innate 

• Essentialist 
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being to ensure that their children grow up in environments in which they are supported 

and nurtured in being and becoming their true selves.  

 As Natalie, a white, middle-income, married mother of three said when I asked 

her whether she believed that parents should have the right to homeschool their children, 

“I don’t feel like that’s my right. I feel like it’s my responsibility, in fact, to allow my 

child to be who they want to be. And not to stand in the way of that, but to actually help 

with that. Even if it’s not someone that I envision they would be, because they are a 

human, and they have the right to self-determination.” For these parents, childhood is not 

contrasted sharply with adulthood, as it is for those who maintain childhood as a space of 

innocence; instead, children are viewed as having in common with adults their 

personhood, and with that, their own rights to make decisions about their lives. 

 The parents who engage in this critique of public schools tend to have a more 

flexible understanding of gender expression. They do not necessarily believe that there is 

a “right” or morally preferable way of “doing” gender. However, these parents feel this 

way because they believe that the “right” way for each person to express their gendered 

and sexual self resides within that person’s core identity. Though they acknowledge that 

there are many ways of being a gendered person, paradoxically, they have a more 

essentialist ideology of gender and sexuality than do the conservative religious parents.  

PARENTS’ RIGHTS, CHILDREN’S RIGHTS, AND IMPLICATIONS FOR CHILDREN’S 
EXPERIENCES 

 
 I argue that the reason some parents see schools as too sexual and others see 

schools as sexually limiting stems from the fact that these parents hold different 
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ideologies of childhood gender and sexuality. On the one side, some parents want to limit 

their children’s knowledge and behaviors in order to create a strong and upright 

“character.” On the other side, some parents want to expand children’s options for 

knowledge and behavior so as to protect their core sense of self. These competing 

ideologies of childhood correspond to the competing ideologies of parents’ rights versus 

children’s rights discussed in chapter 2. For the parents who see it as their responsibility 

to shape their children’s character, it is important that the state not infringe upon their 

right to do so. Many of these parents see public school as incompatible with this mission, 

and therefore view compulsory public education as violating their rights as parents. In 

contrast, the parents who see it as crucial that their children have the ability to live 

authentically in line with their core self, believe that it is their responsibility as parents to 

ensure that their children’s rights to self-determination are not violated by the state, 

because their children do not have the legal ability, as minors, to stand up for this right 

themselves. 

 There are important implications of these two competing ideologies for 

homeschooled children. Depending on the dogmatic stance of their parents, 

homeschooled children may be exposed to very different ideas regarding gender and 

sexuality, and are thus likely to have widely varying experiences of their gendered and 

sexual selves as children, as well as the ways they understand their future possibilities for 

identity and for intimate relationships. Some of the parents I spoke with – particularly 

conservative and religious parents – echoed the discourse of discipline and “child 

training” that I heard so frequently at the conservative and religious homeschooling 
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conferences (see chapter 2). These parents understood themselves as having an 

authoritarian position in their children’s lives, with a clear hierarchical separation 

between parents and children. They spoke about teaching their children that some forms 

of sexual activity are morally wrong (e.g. homosexuality, sex outside of marriage), 

sending mixed messages to their children that, for example, gay people should be treated 

with respect like anyone else, but also, that people who engage in homosexual behaviors 

are not people of strong character.  

 Other parents – especially those who practiced unschooling – went out of their 

way to not only teach their children about concepts like consent and bodily autonomy, 

but to allow their children a great deal of bodily autonomy. Carolyn, a white, middle-

income, bisexual, heterosexually-married mother of three young sons spoke at length 

about the responsibility she felt she had raising sons in what she identified as a rape 

culture. One of the ways she sought to counteract this culture of men’s sense of 

entitlement to women’s bodies was through emphasizing bodily autonomy. Not only does 

she make it clear to her children that they never need to, for example, hug someone if 

they do not want to, but also that they need to respect other people’s boundaries, as well, 

including through reading their body language to tell if they do not want to be touched. 

She described how, when her boys interact with their cousin, Anna, who is an only child 

and is younger than they are, “sometimes she gets overwhelmed. And I’ll be like, I can 

see from Anna’s body that she’s had enough. And so we talk a lot about, you need to read 

people’s bodies as well as listen to their words. The words are absolute. If somebody says 

no, stop, don’t, whatever, then that is it. But you also need to look at their bodies,” 
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because sometimes a person can be saying “no” through non-verbal communication. 

Importantly, this was a lesson that Carolyn, like other unschooling parents, did not think 

children learn in school; that in fact, in training their bodies to conform to the demands 

and expectations of teachers and other adults, they learn its opposite. As debates about 

the degree of regulation and oversight of homeschool families continue (Michels 2015), it 

is important to keep in mind that the experiences of homeschooled children are far from 

monolithic.  
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Chapter 5:  Situational Motivations for Homeschooling 

 
 Veronica was the first parent I interviewed for this project. She was a low-

income, white, married mother of five children, four of whom were grown and out of the 

house. Neither Veronica nor her husband completed college degrees, and her husband, 

who had formerly been in the military, was on disability after a serious car accident. 

Veronica was a fast talker with a bubbly personality who admitted that she loved talking 

to people about homeschooling. Though Veronica considered herself very religious, and 

religion played an important role in their homeschooling life, her initial reasons for 

homeschooling – which she had begun almost 20 years prior to our interview – had 

nothing to do with religion. Rather, she told me, when her oldest children (now 25 and 26 

years old) were in first grade,  

I was having some problems with the school. The teacher was reading a book that 

gave my son nightmares - and when I asked the teacher about it, she’s like, “Oh 

okay, I’ll take care of it!” Well, what she did was she put him outside in the hall 

when she read the book to the rest of the class. When I went up to the school, the 

principal wasn’t helpful. I was just in a place where I was disgruntled with the 

public school system. And then I met a woman who homeschooled. I had never 

heard of it. Didn’t even know it was an option. [And I thought] All right, [snaps 

fingers] let’s pull them out right now; because the situation I was in, I was 

unhappy. 

Veronica admitted that she jumped into homeschooling “without much of a thought 
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process – which wasn’t a good thing.” Lacking a solid plan, just knowing that she wanted 

an alternative to public school, she found homeschooling to be harder than she had 

initially expected, and, after what she called an “unsuccessful” year, put her children back 

into public school. Homeschooling remained in the back of her mind, however, and a 

couple of years later, she met another mother who homeschooled, and realized that she 

really wanted to try it again. At the same time, she began to feel convicted that her 

children’s education was her and her husband’s responsibility, as given to them by God. 

At first her husband was not thrilled with the idea, since they had already tried it once, 

but eventually came around and they started to homeschool again. This time, Veronica 

explained, she was much more deliberate, and relied on her new friend for advice on how 

to “do it right.”  

 Veronica’s homeschooling story only became more complex and hard to follow 

as she continued to recount it. Veronica continued to homeschool even when she was 

forced to go back into the paid labor force when the family came under financial strain 

two years later. So as to continue homeschooling, she worked nights and weekends for 

about a year, but, because she was getting so little sleep, she found that it was becoming 

“unproductive,” and so the children were re-enrolled in public school. For a while, her 

children seemed fine with being in public school, but when the younger of her two 

daughters started middle school, she asked to be homeschooled again. Though at first she 

would not say why, her daughter eventually admitted that she was being picked on a lot 

at school. Despite Veronica’s efforts to improve the situation, her daughter was “just 

miserable,” so Veronica agreed to homeschool again. Her middle son, then in high 
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school, decided that he also wanted to homeschool, which surprised Veronica, because it 

meant giving up football, which he loved. Veronica explained that the thought her son 

preferred homeschooling because he had ADHD, and it was easier for him to learn when 

he did not have to spend long periods of time sitting still. Though her daughter eventually 

went back to public school for high school, her youngest son, born shortly after the older 

children went back to public school the second time, and 10 years old at the time of the 

interview, had been homeschooled his entire life.  

 Veronica was not typical of the homeschooling parents that I interviewed – no 

one else had gone back and forth between public school and homeschooling as 

frequently. However, her story contains many of the themes that arose in interviews with 

other parents who pulled their children out of public school for what I am calling 

“situational motivations,” such as bad teachers, unresponsive administrators, ADHD and 

other learning issues, and issues with peers. These motivations differ from those 

highlighted in chapter 4 in that they are not grounded in a dogmatic critique of public 

school: rather, these motivations stem from specific negative experiences with public 

schools, not from a critique of public education more generally.    

 As with the dogmatic motivations discussed in chapter 4, it is important to note 

that I am categorizing particular motivations of homeschooling parents as either 

ideological or situational, not the parents themselves. The majority of parents I 

interviewed expressed a mix of such motivations – fewer than half gave exclusively or 

almost exclusively dogmatic explanations for why they homeschool, and in fact, for the 

majority of my respondents, situational reasons motivated their decision, in full or in part, 
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to homeschool their children. That said, many of the parents whose stories are featured in 

this chapter did not have any intention of homeschooling initially. Some had never even 

heard of it when they began experiencing issues with their children’s schools, while 

others had heard of it and written it off as something strange, weird, or otherwise “not for 

us.” For this latter group of parents, homeschooling only entered their minds as a 

possibility when they faced problems with public (and, in a few cases, private) schools 

that they felt could not be resolved, often despite exhaustive efforts. Importantly, many of 

these parents argued that they started homeschooling because they felt like they had no 

other choice.  

 These are the parents that I refer to as the “middle parents” – those who are not on 

the dogmatic extremes, and who appear to be a rapidly growing segment of the 

homeschooling populations. These parents are having these experiences, and making 

these arguments, in the context of changes to public education that began in the 1980s, 

have since intensified, and have resulted in the increased standardization and 

privatization of public schools. As touched on in chapter 1, education in the United States 

is moving away from a model of the common school – the ideal that all children should 

be provided with a similar educational experience, and thus that all schools should, 

ideally, be similar to each other – toward a model of school choice. Under the school 

choice model, it is theorized that the quality of education for all students will increase by 

forcing schools to compete with each other in order to offer a continually better “product” 

to children and their families (Maranto et al. 1999; Spring 2008; Stevens 2003).  
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 This trend is part of the larger neoliberal transformation of the American – and the 

global – economy. Lisa Duggan defines neoliberalism as a “vision of national and world 

order” marked specifically by “competition, inequality, market ‘discipline,’ public 

austerity, and ‘law and order’” (Duggan 2003:x). Neoliberalism is not solely a set of 

economic policies; rather, it includes corresponding political and cultural shifts that are 

masked by the supposedly “neutral” language of economic policy. Duggan argues that 

the cultural and economic elements of neoliberalism intersect at what she identifies as 

neoliberalism’s “key terms:” privatization and personal responsibility. These key terms 

are critical for understanding the impact of neoliberalism on both education and the 

family, because, as Duggan notes, “This rhetoric promotes the privatization of the costs 

of social reproduction, along with the care of human dependency needs, through personal 

responsibility exercised in the family and in civil society – thus shifting costs from state 

agencies to individuals and households.” (Duggan 2003:14). These “individuals and 

households,” however, are not gender neutral: under what has come to be known as 

“neoliberal motherhood,” women largely shoulder the burden of this increased 

privatization of care-work within the family (Cairns, Johnston, and MacKendrick 2013; 

Reich 2014; Wilson and Yochim 2015), as well as the burden of making informed but 

personalized decisions about how to raise their children (Rutherford 2011). 

 Scholars of education have noted numerous ways in which neoliberalism has 

affected public education, as education has shifted from being a public good to a market 

commodity, and schools themselves are increasingly run on the principles of corporations 

(Davies and Bansel 2007; Smith 2003). Perhaps most obvious is the increased emphasis 
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put on “accountability” of teachers and schools, which is executed through increased 

standardized testing. This accountability is applied to teachers through initiatives to link 

teacher pay to test outcomes, and to schools, which are ranked and compared to each 

other using test scores to indicate which schools are offering a better – or lesser – product 

(Connell 2013; Davies and Bansel 2007; Gabbard and Atkinson 2007). This is 

accompanied by an increase in the “techinicization of knowledge” (Connell 2013:108), 

with the new dominance of the language of “best practices” and “teacher effectiveness” 

that transform knowledge acquisition into something that is always measurable and 

observable in supposedly objective ways. Under this model, teaching practices, teachers 

themselves, and even entire schools can be categorized as successes or failures, a process 

that serves to further entrench educational hierarchies and disparities, as schools serving 

low-income and racial minority students are at much higher risk of being labeled 

“failing” (Connell 2013; Davies and Bansel 2007). 

 Some scholars have argued that the very goal of education has shifted under 

neoliberalism, from being a public good that benefits society to being a service that is 

responsive to the needs of the economy (Baltodano 2012). These two goals correspond to 

what Smith (2003) refers to as competing ideologies of education: the commonwealth 

ideology and the market ideology. The increasing dominance of the market ideology of 

education has led to the reshaping of the role of school administrators, such as principals 

and vice principals, from educators to a managerial class. This is evidenced by the 

creation of new degree programs within schools of education, specifically for training 

school administrators as experts in management, rather than educational philosophies and 
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techniques (Baltodano 2012; Connell 2013). Because public schools aims to produce 

workers well-suited for the “New Economy,” which emphasizes personal responsibility 

in creating and shaping one’s own career path, the goal of the school becomes the 

creation of “responsiblized” citizens, who are highly individualized and capable of being 

entrepreneurial in all areas of their lives (Brown 2003; Davies and Bansel 2007). With 

public funding for education dwindling, students are increasingly told that it is up to them 

to take responsibility for their own education. 

 Paradoxically, one of the effects of this increased competition, in which schools 

attempt to make themselves stand out as being particularly “successful” through high 

standardized test scores, is that schools have become increasingly standardized 

(Baltodano 2012), leaving little room for teacher creativity or responsiveness to the needs 

of their particular students. This has resulted in a fundamental change in the relationship 

between teachers and students. Connell argues that due to the “intensified testing regime” 

and “formidable pressure to teach to the test,” teachers who want to serve the interests of 

their students are rendered unable to do so because “the current institutional system 

creates contradictions between short-term results and long-term effects” (2013:107–108). 

This conflict, along with the undermining of teacher’s unions and increased job insecurity 

for teachers, has led to the weakening of teacher power, including both individual and 

collective efficacy (Baltodano 2012; Connell 2013; Gabbard and Atkinson 2007).  

 At the same time as schools have become more standardized, pressure on mothers 

to provide individualized attention to their children’s needs has intensified. The 

dominance of school choice rhetoric places responsibility squarely on the shoulders of 
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mothers – not the school itself – to ensure that their children’s educational needs are met. 

And so, while the public school model in the United States has always relied on the 

unpaid, often invisible, labor of mothers for its everyday functioning (Griffith and Smith 

2005), in the context of the increased privatization of education, mothering faces a new 

demand: that of looking out for your own child’s interest by constantly “choosing” the 

best educational option. Referencing the frequent refrain she hears from mothers talking 

about their children’s schooling that “I just have to do what’s best for my own child,” 

Shuffleton argues that rather than expressing selfishness or irrational anxiety, “our 

national unwillingness to support children and families means that these mothers are 

accurately identifying a problem: if they do not tenaciously defend their own children’s 

interests, those interests will go unaddressed” (2014:328). In light of the huge cuts to 

public education more broadly, both the risks and the responsibilities associated with 

children’s education are being increasingly transferred to families, and in particular, to 

mothers. 

 I argue that the increased standardization of schools and its accompanying 

decrease in individual and collective efficacy of teachers to advocate for students, when 

combined with the increased pressure for mothers to manage the individual needs of their 

children, effectively pits motherhood and public schools against each other. Mothers are 

forced to take an oppositional stance toward public schools to ensure that children’s 

needs are met, and when these needs are not met, the responsibility falls on the mother, 

not the school, to find an alternative solution. Thus, in some cases, homeschooling 

becomes the “better” option when public – and sometimes, also private – schools are seen 
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as not meeting children’s needs.  

 In this chapter, I will discuss the five categories of situational motivations for 

homeschooling that arose in my interviews: quality of education issues, disability/special 

needs of a child, academic giftedness, bullying and peer group issues, and health and 

mental health needs. For each category, I will tell the stories of parents who expressed 

this motivation, unpacking the various push and pull factors that drew these parents to 

homeschooling. In doing so, I will detail some of the processes that parents went through 

when they encountered problems with their public schools, how they attempted to resolve 

the problems and make public school work for their child, and what eventually led them 

to stop struggling with the school and start homeschooling instead.  

 These stories have in common a sense that schools are inflexible, and a perception 

of teachers and administrators as often unwilling or, more sympathetically, unable to 

accommodate the needs of “special” children. The parents I interviewed tend to believe 

that public schools work for some children – and in fact, some of them homeschool some 

of their children and not others, or go back and forth between homeschooling and public 

school, as Veronica and her children did – but for other children, school simply fails 

them. And, when the school fails, they believe that it is the responsibility of the parents – 

and the mother, in particular – to provide a viable alternative. These narratives reveal the 

ways in which some mothers feel pushed into homeschooling, seeing it as a “choice” that 

they were forced to make when faced with a lack of alternatives, revealing that the 

ideology of school choice is exactly that – an ideology.  
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SITUATIONAL MOTIVATIONS FOR HOMESCHOOLING 
 

Quality of Education: Tracy and Jenny 
 
 Several of the parents that I interviewed came to homeschool as a result of issues 

with the quality of their children’s education. They shared stories of often drawn-out, 

very frustrating experiences of trying to work with their school to address their children’s 

needs before ultimately deciding to homeschool. Tracy, a high income, mixed-race (white 

and Asian-American/Native Hawaiian), married mother of two middle school-aged sons, 

was one such parent. Tracy was educated in private schools, and recalled noticing at the 

time that the quality of education she received was better than that of her public school 

friends. As an example, she said that she began writing research papers in the sixth grade, 

whereas her public school friends did not do so until high school, if at all. With these 

memories in mind, she and her husband elected to enroll their first child, Hunter, in 

private school. He remained there until the second grade, but when their younger son 

became school-aged, they realized that they could not afford to pay private school tuition 

for two children – their family income was lower at the time, and varied widely from year 

to year because her husband worked a job that paid primarily on commission. They lived 

in a town that, Tracy said, “everyone knows is a very good school district,” so she felt 

like public school would be a fine option.  

Because Hunter was considered by his previous school to be academically gifted, 

Tracy requested that he be tested so that he could be placed in classes that would 

challenge him. When Hunter was in the fifth grade, however, school became difficult and 
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he began to struggle to finish the massive amount of homework he was being assigned – 

up to three hours a night, mostly in math. Tracy found out that other parents also had 

problems with Hunter’s particular math teacher; they complained that she was an 

ineffective teacher, which caused her students to struggle with what should have been 

basic concepts. Tracy requested a meeting with the Vice Principal and all of Hunter’s 

teachers to try to resolve the problem, but the meeting was completely unhelpful, and the 

teachers simply blamed her son for not completing more of his homework during free 

time at school. Tracy explained,  

Basically, I was that parent, who complained. We finish up, I take it to the next 

level, I talk to the Principal, about what one of the teachers said, and she finally 

said that she believed that the teacher said that my son was a procrastinator. And I 

said, “So what you’re telling me is, I’m imagining it, even though all these other 

parents are coming in and complaining about the same thing?” So I found out 

very quickly, she was not going to help. I talked to the Vice Superintendent, 

who’s in charge of academics, and he agrees with me that something is wrong, but 

over time made it very clear to me that he’s not in charge. How are you not in 

charge? So all of a sudden I’m feeling like I have no say in anything, I have no 

control over my child’s education, I have no control over the direction that he’s 

going. I had him yanked out of the math class. I said, “I’m telling you now, I want 

him out. I want him in a different math teacher, if he has to switch his schedule 

around, we’ll switch his schedule around - I don’t want him in that class 

anymore.” 
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The frustration Tracy felt was apparent as she told this story: the pitch of her voice went 

up, the speed of her speech quickened, and her hand gestures became more and more 

animated. Although she seemed pleased that she had been able to get Hunter into a 

different math class – where, she reported, he began to thrive – her frustrations soon 

began to grow again when the Vice Superintendent called her to say that, based on 

Hunter’s scores, he thought he had been placed in the wrong math class to begin with – 

he should have been in the highest level of math class for his grade. She told me, “I said, 

‘What does that mean? I got a thing in the mail that said he’s in compacted math, which 

was the middle tier’ – and he goes ‘Well you didn’t protest it?’ And I said ‘Why would I, 

if they said that his test scores came that he was supposed to be in this class, why would I 

protest that?’” Tracy had trusted that the school to place her son in the appropriate class, 

and felt that her trust had been misplaced. The Vice Superintendent only reaffirmed this 

feeling, by making it clear that it was ultimately Tracy’s responsibility to make sure her 

son was placed in the correct classes. 

 A drawn-out and increasingly hostile battle ensued, involving the school 

administrators, the school’s math coordinator, the district’s “gifted and talented” 

coordinator, and the summer math teacher (whose class Hunter would have to pass to be 

placed in the higher tier the following year). Tracy came to feel more and more powerless 

like all of the school’s policies and procedures – many of which were initially concealed 

from her as a parent – were more important to the administrators than her child’s 

education. Tracy felt like she was “placed on the back burner,” ignored, and even 

mistreated by the school’s administration. As the new school year approached, she said, 
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“I became very overwhelmed. I started Googling everything I could about 

homeschooling. I looked at my husband, and I said, ‘I can’t do this anymore.’ We can’t 

afford private school, [which] would be anywhere from six to ten thousand dollars per 

student. I didn’t have a choice. I literally felt that way.” Two weeks before school was to 

start again, Tracy wrote to her sons’ schools to inform them that she was withdrawing 

them in order to homeschool.  

 The theme of school choice appears consistently throughout Tracy’s narrative. 

She took a while at the beginning of our interview to explain why her sons were in public 

school to begin with, when she obviously would have preferred to have them in private 

school. Public school only seemed like a viable choice to her because her family lived in 

a “good school district.” Even though the decision to send her sons to public school was 

made out of perceived financial necessity, she still framed it as an informed decision. It 

was perhaps because of the research she had done about the school district that Tracy 

trusted the authority of those at the school at first, for example, by not questioning 

Hunter’s placement in the middle-tier math class. However, this trust diminished over 

time, which led Tracy to become more directly involved with the school. As she 

described to me the summer before she ultimately pulled her children out of public 

school, it seemed like the drama-filled process of trying to get her son placed in the right 

math class consumed the majority of her time and energy. The process was exhausting 

and affected her both physically and mentally – she noted that she was “overwhelmed” 

and “having heart palpitations” due to the stress. I argue that Tracy experienced such an 

intense degree of stress because she felt that, as her children’s mother, she was ultimately 
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responsible for ensuring her children’s educational success, and that she was failing at 

this task when she “suddenly” felt that she had “no control over her children’s 

education.” Motherhood under neoliberalism has taken on a market logic such that 

motherhood is experienced as a managerial role (Cairns et al. 2013; Reich 2014), and 

Tracy found herself unable to manage her children’s education in the public school 

environment. 

 Tracy’s own class privilege, as a privately educated, high-income mother, likely 

contributed to her confidence in engaging with the school and advocating for her children 

(see Lareau 2011). But it may have also intensified her feelings of anxiety. As Reich 

explains, the “active management of childhood” that characterizes intensive mothering 

affects mothers at all socioeconomic levels, but “is marked most intensely by those in the 

middle and upper class who have the material and cultural resources to invest most 

heavily in their children’s development and…are most fearful of their children’s 

downward mobility” (2014:681). It is likely that Tracy was motivated to homeschool not 

just out of concern for the current efficacy of her children’s education, but also the 

implications for their future economic success. 

 And yet, there is also evidence that Tracy experienced some ambivalence about 

her managerial role. Recall how she invoked the stereotype of being “that parent” – the 

pushy mother who cannot just let the school do its job, is always complaining, and feels 

the need to interfere, using the school’s time and resources in ways that distract from the 

purpose of education. And yet, despite seeing “that parent” as annoying, she seemed to 
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feel like she had no choice but to embody the stereotype to ensure that her children’s 

educational needs were met. 

 Tracy’s husband barely factored into her narrative of how she decided to 

homeschool. Tracy, alone, interfaced with the school and ultimately made the decision to 

remove the children from public school when she could not handle it any longer. Her 

husband only appeared in the narrative as the one who made money for the family. For 

Tracy, then, the work of managing children’s education was mothering work, not 

parenting work; it was also very embodied work, which took a physical toll on her body 

and on her mental health. Also of note, despite the fact that Tracy felt like her only choice 

was to homeschool, she framed the decision as something that was not only beneficial to 

her children, but also to herself, because homeschooling allowed her to avoid sacrificing 

her own mental and physical health. Thus, although a lot of time and energy went into 

homeschooling her sons, it was not a great departure from the enormous amount of time 

and energy she had been putting into their education while they were in public school, 

overseeing their homework and interfacing with teachers and administrators as issues 

arose.  

 Expectations for neoliberal motherhood and the demands of the “New Economy” 

featured in parents’ concerns about the quality of education in other ways, as well. For 

example, Jenny, a middle-income, white/Latina married mother of two, explained that 

when her children were getting close to school age, the area in which they lived was 

zoned to a very low rated public school. She, and especially her husband, who was white 

and, she explained, grew up in New England and was therefore “kind of a snob about 
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education,” did not want to send their kids to a low-performing school. She considered 

private school, but most of the private schools in their area were religious, and as 

someone who was non-religious, she was adamantly opposed to sending her children to a 

religious school. These factors, in addition to the fact that the family moved frequently 

for her husband’s work, combined to make Jenny “just feel it would be easier to do it on 

my own.”  

 As did Tracy, Jenny narrated her decision to homeschool as being one in which 

she weighed various choices for schooling but ultimately “chose” homeschooling because 

she perceived it to be the choice that would put the least burden on her and her children. 

Jenny was not ideologically opposed to public school in any way – in fact, she planned to 

send the children to public high school, and potentially even middle school – but the 

market logic of school choice meant that Jenny and her husband were able to “know” 

what kind of education their children would get at their neighborhood elementary school 

because of its low rating, presumably a result of sub-par performance of the students on 

standardized testing. Another hallmark of the New Economy featured in Jenny’s story is 

the increased frequency of employees moving for their work. Employers expect workers 

to be “flexible” and both willing and able to move as the employer sees fit – a trend that 

Pugh (2015) argues creates additional burdens for families and particularly for mothers. 

Here, we see this increased burden clearly in the mother’s responsibility to ensure 

continuity of education across frequent moves.  
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Disability and Special Needs: Cynthia and Donald, Mia, and Allison 
 
 The feeling that schools simply were not willing or able to work with the needs of 

their child was expressed most commonly in the narratives of the parents of children with 

disabilities or other special needs, such as autism, ADHD, or behavioral or 

developmental disorders. Cynthia and Donald, a white, middle-income, married couple 

who had two children (Jason, 15, and Sara, 12), did not initially plan on homeschooling. 

Cynthia, who identified herself as very religious, always intended to be a full-time, stay-

at-home mother, but, she said, “I had no aspirations of homeschooling.” Jason was 

diagnosed at 18 months with a Pervasive Developmental Disorder, which, in his case, 

was a precursor to an eventual autism diagnosis. They were living in another state at that 

time, where, because of his diagnosis, Jason qualified for early-intervention services, to 

which Cynthia credited Jason’s positive development in his early years.  

 When Donald’s job caused the family to relocate to Texas, they were excited 

because it afforded them the opportunity to move to a school district that was known 

nationally for having an excellent special needs program. Jason started in a special 

integrated pre-school that was half children with autism and half not. They explained to 

me that they loved the teachers in the program, but immediately ran up against some 

problems with the school policies. Cynthia explained,  

One of the other children with autism kind of bullied him. Unintentionally, I’m 

sure, I mean, he was four [years old]! But he scratched Jason down the front of his 

face, like he had claw marks. And another time he was bit in the cheek, kind of a 
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chunk - and the teachers, neither time, could tell us what happened exactly. 

Because of the other child’s privacy. 

While they were sympathetic to the school’s need to protect the other child’s privacy, 

Cynthia and Donald felt like not knowing which child was responsible made it 

impossible for them to address the issue with Jason and, for example, coach him to stay 

away from that particular child. Although the school said that they were addressing the 

issue, Cynthia and Donald felt like they were being asked to blindly trust in the school, as 

they were kept in the dark about what “addressing the issue” actually meant. And so, 

while they loved Jason’s teachers, the feeling that the teachers were very limited in what 

they could do to intervene frustrated them.  

 At the same time, Cynthia was researching what services Jason would be eligible 

for when he moved from the pre-school to the elementary school, and discovered that the 

level of intervention would be proportional to the severity of the case. Since Jason was 

among what his parents described as the more “high-functioning” autistic students in his 

class, he would not be eligible for many of the services they had expected he would have 

access to, given the reputation of the school district for being excellent for special needs 

children. When the second physical injury occurred while Jason was at the school – only 

a few months into the school year – Cynthia and Donald made the decision to pull him 

out. Though they still liked his teachers, they felt as though the school policies – 

including the size of the classroom and the student-teacher ratio – were keeping them 

from being able to properly do their job. As Donald explained, “I thought well, then, if 

we can’t do anything about it, then we can’t take the risk of having him in there, getting 
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further injury, if that takes place. If you guys are not able to watch over him and make 

sure the interactions are safe, then we have no choice but to say, you know what, we need 

to pull him out.” At that time, they were not sure whether they would continue to 

homeschool long-term, or just do it for a year or two, or whether they would homeschool 

their daughter, Sara, who was more developmentally typical. However, after a couple of 

years of homeschooling, during which Cynthia developed both confidence and a support 

network of other homeschooling mothers, they realized many advantages of 

homeschooling, particularly that it allowed them to incorporate their Christian faith into 

their children’s education, and decided to stick with it long-term. 

 Like Jenny’s story, Cynthia and Donald’s story highlights the importance of 

location in making the decision to homeschool. The perceived quality of the local school 

or school district, either more generally, or specifically for special needs children, played 

a large role in the expectations these families had for what the school experience would 

be like. And, while job relocation can be experienced as a burden for some families, 

Cynthia and Donald seemed, at first, to have experienced it as a joyful coincidence, or 

even a blessing, to be moving to such a good district. Local and state regulations, for 

example, about the services children with special needs can and do receive, also played 

an important role: one of the reasons Cynthia felt confident homeschooling was that, 

initially, Jason was eligible for state-provided intervention services through a dual 

enrollment program, in which he was enrolled in a “private school” (as homeschools are 

classified in Texas) and could also receive services through the public school. This made 

homeschooling seem like a more viable choice than it might have otherwise. Although 
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this program was cut due to budget constraints several years into homeschooling, by that 

time Cynthia felt confident going forward without these services.  

 While all mothers face pressure to manage their children’s educational 

experiences, research has shown that mothers of children with disabilities face increased, 

and at times competing, pressures in how to act to maintain their status as a “good 

mother.” This is because some of the very things these mothers feel they must do to 

advocate for their children are also stigmatized, such as “administer[ing] psychoactive 

medications to their kids and seek[ing] added services from over-burdened schools and 

healthcare systems” (Blum 2015:4). In Blum’s study of mothers of children with invisible 

disabilities, including “high-functioning” autism like Jason was diagnosed with, mothers 

saw it as their responsibility “to expertly negotiate the many maze-like obstacles of the 

educational and medical systems governing invisible disability,” and “to be relentless in 

efforts to mitigate her child’s issues and the stigmatized difference surrounding them” 

(2015:4). The mothers in Blum’s study overwhelmingly reported feelings of blame for 

failing to live up to an impossible standard of expertly managing their children’s 

disabilities. However, Blum also notes that mothers with greater social privilege tend to 

have more options for managing high-needs children, and that their privilege acts as a 

buffer against some of the harshest criticism and mother-blame. Cynthia and Donald’s 

whiteness likely played a role in Cynthia’s ability to homeschool her children with very 

little resistance from family, friends, and the school system. Her lack of a college 

education, however, left her open to some criticism of her ability to teach her children 

beyond a certain level of academic skill, and especially to prepare them for college. To 
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compensate for this, Cynthia and Donald used a patchwork of material resources and 

social capital to ensure that their children were able to access, for example, advanced 

math and science courses, at times by hiring tutors but mostly by leveraging their social 

relationships with other homeschoolers. For example, they noted that the father in a 

fellow homeschooling family was a scientist and was currently teaching chemistry and 

physics to Jason and a small group of his high-school-aged peers. 

 Both Cynthia and Donald now agreed that homeschooling was best for their 

children for a variety of reasons. Donald told me that, knowing what they know now, 

even if autism were not an issue, they would still homeschool – primarily for religious 

reasons. Thus, although the initial impetus for homeschooling was situational (the 

frustration they felt with the school’s limited ability to provide for Jason’s needs) their 

motivations for continuing to homeschool were dogmatic. This was not an uncommon 

trend. Though some parents reported a mix of situational and dogmatic motivations when 

they began homeschooling – for example, people who had been considering it on 

philosophical grounds when a situation arose that acted as something of a “last straw” – 

others began solely based on situational motivations but became increasingly dogmatic as 

they became more immersed in homeschooling, both as a practice and as a community.  

Mia was another of these parents. A white, low-income, married mother of two, 

Mia’s older son Joey, from a previous marriage, had multiple diagnoses, including 

developmental and behavioral disorders and mental health issues (for a discussion of how 

diagnoses of “invisible disabilities” often overlap, see Blum 2015). Mia did not attempt 

to sugarcoat her son’s behavioral issues, describing Joey to me as “a difficult person.” As 
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an elementary school student Joey was prone to frequent verbal and physical outbursts 

and almost-daily panic attacks. Because of this, the only way Mia (working alongside 

Joey’s teachers and doctors) could figure out for him to be “functional” (i.e., non-

disruptive) in the classroom environment was for him to be, in Mia’s words, “heavily 

medicated,” and, because of his diagnosed disabilities, he was allowed to finish at home 

any work he did not complete in class. This accommodation, however, became a burden. 

Mia explained, “he was at school all day doing nothing, a zombie on medicine, and then 

coming home and having four or five hours of work to do that he didn’t do all day, plus 

homework.” This was the case through first, second, and into third grade, and Mia 

described the whole experience as “miserable.”  

In the middle of third grade, Mia started to question the direction that her son’s 

doctor wanted to go with his medication – increasing doses and trying new combinations 

of medicine. She told me that “it was just getting to the point where the side effects of the 

drugs were not even worth what they were helping.” Mia clearly felt that managing her 

son’s conditions, including making decisions about his medications, was her 

responsibility. The management of childhood disabilities through psychotropic 

medications is more of an art than a science, especially in cases of multiple, overlapping 

diagnoses where one medication might improve some symptoms but exacerbate others, 

and with most medications having a range of possible side effects. As Blum puts it, 

“medications are simply not a quick fix, but instead, their limited benefits require 

extensive maternal management” (2015:249).  
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 Mia was a former public school teacher – she taught high school until her second 

son was born, right around the time that Joey started elementary school. Thus, she was 

not ideologically opposed to public schools, and she felt like, as a teacher, she understood 

how “the system” worked, and did her best to advocate for her son. She did not blame the 

teachers themselves for their inability to help her son, though: 

I was a teacher and I know that side of it. I know how hard it is for them. They 

don’t – they’re so busy, they don’t have a lot of resources. I mean, could they 

have [done more], if I was their top priority, if I was the parent that was most 

threatening? Maybe. But they had others that were scarier and more threatening 

than me, and that demanded more attention. I mean, even though I was advocating 

for my son, and I knew what he needed and I was working for him, I felt so bad 

for [his teachers] because I knew they didn’t really have a lot of options. 

Though Mia felt that it was her responsibility to advocate for Joey, like Tracy, she 

demonstrated some ambivalence about this role by invoking the stereotype of the 

“threatening” parent. On the one hand, Mia wanted to maximize her son’s educational 

opportunities, but on the other, especially as a former teacher, she felt guilty pushing too 

hard, knowing that there was only so much his over-worked and under-resourced teachers 

could do for each child. Mia told me that Joey would cry daily after school, talking about 

how much he hated it, and getting all of his work done in the evening was putting a strain 

on the whole family. Recognizing these constraints, Mia reached the point where she felt 

that public school was no longer an option for Joey. She brought up the idea of 
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homeschooling to her son, who loved the idea, and they withdrew him at the end of the 

school year and have homeschooled ever since. 

 Like Cynthia and Donald, Mia also came to be much more dogmatic about 

homeschooling over time, as did her husband, who had been very skeptical at first. 

Having grown up poor, with parents who never attended high school, and in an isolated 

rural area where school felt like a refuge, at first her husband could not understand how 

homeschooling could ever be a serious option. But, because he was not Joey’s biological 

father, he stepped back and let Mia make the decision to homeschool. Over the course of 

the three years they had been homeschooling, they had become increasingly relaxed in 

their approach, and at the time of our interview considered themselves unschoolers. Mia 

said that her husband was now a homeschooling advocate: “Now, he said he would never 

let the baby, our baby together – he’s five now – he said, ‘I would never let my son go to 

school. Never. I would do anything to keep him home.’” When I asked her what his 

reasons were, she said that he now “sees what it’s really like,” and has come to see 

homeschooling as something that benefits the whole family: He loves how close of a 

relationship their children have with each other, and as someone who does shift-work, he 

also enjoys being able to see the children more than he would if they were in school all 

day.  

 Not all those who were motivated to homeschool by a child’s special needs had 

such severe difficulties as did Mia’s son. As a single mother, Allison, who was white and 

middle-income, had never imagined that homeschooling would even be a possibility. She 

had two daughters, two years apart in age, who were both Black, and adopted 
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internationally. Her older daughter was seven years old when she was adopted, and her 

younger daughter – adopted one year later – was six, and both came to the United States 

with limited English language exposure. She enrolled her older daughter in kindergarten, 

because she felt that, even though she was seven years old, it would have been unfair to 

expect her to keep up with her peers in first grade without a basic language foundation. 

Allison was led to believe that it would be easy to move her daughter into the appropriate 

grade level with kids her own age after a year or so, but found this process to be much 

more difficult than she expected. Things were even more difficult with her second 

daughter, who had even less exposure to English prior to her adoption. The family had 

moved into what Allison described as “very rigid” school district in order to live with 

Allison’s mother. As one of the largest school districts in Texas, Allison felt the district 

followed rules and policies very strictly, leaving little leeway for those in special 

circumstances such as theirs. The school had open-classroom kindergarten classes – 

something Allison referred to as an outdated relic of earlier educational philosophies – 

with the exception of one class, which had a closed classroom. Allison requested that her 

daughter be placed in the closed classroom, thinking that it would be difficult for her 

daughter, who she suspected might have learning disabilities, to pick up a new language 

in the loud and highly distracting environment of the open classrooms. Despite her 

request, however, her daughter was placed in an open classroom, and did not receive any 

specialized English-language-learner instruction, despite the fact that her teacher was 

certified to teach English language learners.  
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 Toward the end of the year, the teacher told Allison that she was recommending 

that her daughter not be promoted to first grade, because her language skills were not 

where they needed to be. Embracing the neoliberal expectation that mothers be familiar 

with expert advice about childhood, but reject this advice if it is not what is best for their 

child, Allison did her own research and talked to administrators in the school district. 

This research confirmed her suspicion that it was, in fact, against policy for a student to 

be held back simply because of concerns about language acquisition. Still, the struggle 

that Allison went through to get her daughter placed into first grade left “a bad taste in 

my mouth about the whole thing, and it was very stressful.” As it became clear that her 

younger daughter did, in fact, have learning disabilities, Allison said that she became 

increasingly stressed out with all of the time and energy she needed to spend interfacing 

with the school. She explained,  

Even though I’m entrusting my child’s education to the school, I feel like I have 

to do so much advocacy with the school to get her what she’s going to need…So I 

see the writing on the wall, this is how it’s going to be with this school district, 

with both of my kids. And it’s very stressful on me, as a single parent, to have to 

keep going up to the school to advocate for my child, when I feel like they’re not 

really listening to me. Basically, it made me very sick to my stomach and stressed 

out dealing with the school, knowing that my child has special educational needs. 

Like Tracy, the time and energy Allison spent advocating for her children was taking a 

toll both physically and mentally. It was especially difficult as a single mother, without a 

spouse or partner to support her in this endeavor, because she was also the family’s sole 
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breadwinner. Allison’s frustration with the situation led her to ask her mother whether 

she thought homeschooling would be possible. Allison knew that she would need her 

mother’s help, because, as she explained, one of the functions of public school is child 

care, and that function is especially important to single parents who rely on work in the 

paid labor force to support their families. Allison’s mother agreed to think about it, and 

eventually, agreed to help out by watching the girls during Allison’s work hours. Allison 

told me,  

That was how I ended up making the decision. I felt so stressed out and frustrated 

with trying to get my children’s educational needs met in the school district 

because they’re so cookie-cutter rigid about everything. I didn’t feel like - I told 

them every time I would meet with them, I said, “I understand that you are 

looking out for the educational needs of all of the children, but I am looking out 

for my child, and my child is most important to me.” I have to look out for my 

child and what I feel like is best for her, and I felt like that was getting lost in 

what was actually happening.  

Allison’s narrative of her path to homeschooling echoed that of many other parents I 

spoke with: she had children with what she perceived as “unique” needs, she attempted to 

work with the school system to make sure these needs were addressed, and became 

increasingly frustrated with an inflexible system that, in focusing on the educational 

needs of the many, was unable to meet the needs of the individual. Despite the difficulty 

of taking on homeschooling as a single parent, Allison explained that she made the 

decision because “I felt like I could do that more than the system would.”  
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 Why is this narrative so common among homeschoolers? First, as discussed 

above, there is reason to believe that, in the era of increased standardized testing, teachers 

have had to become more rigid, with very little ability to adapt their curricula or 

classroom environments to suit the needs of the children in their classes (Baltodano 2012; 

Connell 2013). This was certainly a factor in Allison’s case, as her daughter’s teacher 

told her that her main reason for not wanting to promote her to first grade was that she 

would not do well on the standardized tests she would be required to take. Second, these 

mothers are acting within a cultural context in which the idea that mothers are responsible 

for their children’s well-being is rarely questioned, yet they perceive themselves as 

having very little ability to make changes at their children’s schools. When they 

attempted to advocate for changes at the level of the classroom or the individual school, 

these parents were often unsuccessful, and found themselves increasingly caught up in 

the administrative bureaucracies of their school districts. As a result, the parents I 

interviewed tended to see their children’s classrooms and teachers as part of “the 

system,” rather than as individual spaces or people, and they did not see themselves as 

having the power to create institutional-level change.  

 Allison was one of the several parents I interviewed who personally knew 

homeschooling families before she began homeschooling. However, because she was a 

single parent, which would make homeschooling logistically difficult, she did not 

consider it as an option at first. When I asked her if she thought that she would have 

homeschooled from the start if she had realized she could make it work, she said, 
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I don’t think I would’ve thought about that before having all these things happen, 

because I just assumed – I mean, [my siblings and I] went to public school, and I 

assumed it was good and everything. So I just assumed they would go to school 

and have a fun time at school and that it would be like, you know, not so stressful 

on everybody to try to do what we needed to do for school.  

She further explained that she did not think that as much involvement was expected of 

her parents when she was a child. She felt that this pressure to always intervene with the 

school to make sure that her children were getting an education was something that did 

not exist then – at least not to this degree. And she may be right: while the participation 

of mothers has always been central to the public school model (Griffith and Smith 2005), 

in an era where schools, which are increasingly run like businesses, are “cutting costs” by 

eliminating jobs for teacher’s aides and school nurses and reducing funding for special 

education programs, mothers may be feeling an actual increase in pressure to be present 

to make sure that their special needs children are getting the attention they need. 

Additionally, when Allison was a child, it was far less common to have children with 

special needs placed in the mainstream school environment. It was not until the mid-

1970s that the practice of “mainstreaming” children with special needs became 

normalized15; prior to this, children with special needs were generally educated in a 

                                                
15 The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (now the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA), passed in 1975, “mandated that students with 
disabilities be provided an appropriate education designed to meet their unique needs in 
the least restrictive environment,” or LRE, and “required that students with disabilities be 
educated to the maximum extent appropriate with peers without disabilities” (Kavale and 
Forness 2000:281). In their meta-analysis of the inclusion debate, Kavale and Forness 
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separate environment, either a separate classroom or, in more severe cases, a separate 

school altogether. Finally, at the same time as cuts to educational funding have been 

enacted, special education-related diagnoses have dramatically increased. As Blum states, 

“rates of diagnosis have been increasing faster than the generation and analysis of 

nationally representative surveys can keep up with” (Blum 2015:19). While parents in the 

past may have felt more confident that the school had the capacity to address students’ 

needs, this is also likely the result of the rise of the understanding of each child as being 

unique and having their own “special” needs. 

 

Giftedness: Robin and Shannon 

 A few of the parents that I interviewed had similar struggles with their school 

systems, but on the opposite end of the spectrum from those with children with 

disabilities or special needs. These parents had children who tested as “gifted” or 

“profoundly gifted” – children with IQs far higher than the average, who were capable of 

doing schoolwork far more advanced than that assigned to their same-aged peers. Robin, 

a white, middle income, married, lesbian mother of two was one such parent. Her son, 

Hugo, 10 years old at the time of the interview, was reading before he was two and doing 

grade-school level math before he was in preschool. She explained that she “knew right 

away” that public school was not going to be a good option for her son, because she 

                                                                                                                                            
(2000) find that though there are mixed reports on the efficacy of mainstream, many 
studies find that there are negative academic and social ramifications of this process, and 
there is nothing “special” or tailored about the education many children with disabilities 
receive. 



 179 

recognized how hard it was for a teacher to give special attention to a child who falls so 

far above the mean. They tried one private program, but it was really geared toward 

gifted, but not profoundly gifted students – or as she put it, “they want the obedient gifted 

kids, not the difficult gifted kids” – implying that Hugo was among the “difficult” kids 

(something she substantiated with a story of how the teachers “lost” then four-year-old 

Hugo at recess one day). She looked into other programs, both at charter schools and 

private schools, but found each school unwilling to do “grade skipping,” or placing 

children above the grade level for their age. Robin said, “doors [were] slammed in our 

face right and left.” So even though, as she put it, “I had always said, I really like the idea 

of homeschooling, for other people. I could never be a homeschool parent. I could never 

be patient enough to homeschool, and so I would never want to do it,” that is exactly 

what she had to do. “It became clear that that was literally our only choice,” she said. “So 

that’s why I homeschool.” In Robin’s narrative, though sending Hugo to public school 

was technically an option, she did not see it as one, because she did not think his 

educational needs would be met. Thus, from Robin’s perspective, she did not choose 

homeschooling – homeschooling was forced upon her. 

 I asked Robin what they were currently doing – and planning on doing – for their 

daughter, age six, and Robin expressed some ambivalence. Her daughter was also 

academically advanced, but not to the same degree as her son, and was much better at 

sitting still and listening, so “she would definitely work in a classroom.” But, even 

though Robin felt like her daughter could do regular school, she also did not think it 

would necessarily be the best fit, and thought that there would be advantages to 
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homeschooling. Ultimately, Robin and her wife asked their daughter, and she said that 

she preferred to be homeschooled. But, Robin pointed out, “if she had said I would really 

rather go to school, we would have found something. We wouldn’t have sent her to 

public school down the street, though. It would’ve been a charter school of some sort.” 

The reason for this, she explained, was that by this time they had seen the experiences of 

some of their friends in the local public schools and were not happy with how their 

children were treated, and they were particularly unhappy with the culture of 

standardized testing in public schools.16 

 Shannon, a high-income, married mother of two who self-identified as “mixed” 

race/ethnicity, was also the mother of a gifted son and a more typically developing 

daughter. When her son, Ethan, was in first grade in what Shannon described as a 

suburban “good school” (she used air quotes when describing it), he acted out a lot – he 

disrupted the class frequently, and would not finish his worksheets. Because of this, 

Shannon found herself “having to volunteer” in Ethan’s classroom to help keep him 

under control. She seemed to imply in the way that she told me this that not only had she 

internalized the idea that, as a mother, she was required to manage her son’s ability to be 

in the classroom, but that the teachers and school administrators expected this of her, as 

                                                
16 As noted in the introduction, Texas is one of several states that does not require 
homeschooled students to take any form of standardized test or assessment. While most 
of the parents I spoke with were against changing this, a few did note that they saw the 
merit in having at least some oversight, to keep what they saw as the minority of 
homeschooled children who weren’t actually being educated from falling through the 
cracks. Whether and to what degree homeschooling should be regulated is a hot topic of 
debate among Texas homeschoolers, and among homeschoolers nationally (for a 
summary of this debate, see Michels 2015). 
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well. Midway through the year, the teacher – who Shannon reported that she got along 

with very well – recommended that Ethan be tested for ADHD. As was the policy in their 

school district, this triggered a series of tests – as Shannon put it, “a full gamut of testing, 

not just for one specific item.” They did not get the results back until the end of the 

school year, at which time Shannon and her husband were shocked to find out that Ethan 

did not have ADHD, but rather, he had a genius-level IQ and very high speeds of 

processing information, which, they were told, led him to act out in school out of 

boredom.  

 Michel Foucault argues that schools are a space in which children’s docile bodies 

– bodies “that may be subjected, used, transformed, and improved” – are trained or 

disciplined such that they internalize the very means of their own domination (Foucault 

1995:136). As education theorist Nirmala Erevelles notes, critical education theorists 

have used this concept “to describe how bodies are inscribed by the dominant cultural 

practices of schools” through processes in which students learn how to experience their 

bodies. She writes that in schools, “students learn the importance of disciplining their 

bodies so as not to distract from the ‘mental efforts’ of the mind. In an attempt to control 

these ‘disruptive excesses’ of unruly bodies, schools have developed elaborate practices 

that support” the disciplining of students’ bodies (Erevelles 2000:33). Children who, for 

one reason or another, cannot or do not “control [their] disruptive excesses” thus become 

a problem to be managed, as they cause a rupture in these processes – including “the rigid 

organizing of classroom space and time, the overriding emphasis on discipline, and the 

careful monitoring of the curriculum” – that support the disciplining of all students’ 
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bodies and thus the functionality of the classroom environment (Erevelles 2000:33). In 

short, like Mia’s son Joey, Ethan was an unruly, as opposed to docile, body in the 

classroom. 

 Shannon also described her son as having “asynchronous development,” meaning 

that he was very advanced academically, but lagged behind his peers in social 

development – something that qualified him for intervention from the school. Shannon 

worked with the school over the summer to develop an IEP – an Individualized Education 

Plan, which schools use to delineate the services or accommodations for which children 

with special needs qualify – and it was determined that her son only qualified for 30 

minutes per week of speech therapy. As Ethan’s mother, Shannon felt that she knew 

better than the school what type and amount of services would be effective (and that 30 

minutes per week of speech therapy was not it), so she looked into other options. While 

Shannon and her husband considered private school at first, they struggled to find one 

that seemed like the right fit. Shannon started considering homeschooling at the 

recommendation of the school psychologist at the public school, an example of a mother 

choosing one piece of “expert” advice (that of the school psychologist) over another, 

conflicting piece of advice (that of the group that determined her son’s IEP).  

 They homeschooled for a short time, but when they moved out of state for work, 

the educational options available to them changed, and they put Ethan in a private school 

for academically gifted children. However, when Ethan began to face bullying issues in 

school (see below), Shannon realized that there were a whole host of ways in which 

private schools, too, could be inflexible and bureaucratic, and that, most importantly, 
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“even in a private school, designed for gifted children who have difficulties, he still 

wasn’t getting the guidance in how to handle social issues, and social situations.” They 

started homeschooling again after Ethan finished fifth grade, and continued when they 

moved back to Texas.  

 For Shannon, homeschooling was something she did based on the specific needs 

of her child. This was in part evident in how she considered – and took advantage of – 

other options when these options were made available to them by a change in their 

geographic location. This became especially evident when I asked her about her daughter, 

who is currently three years old. “She will probably go to school,” Shannon told me. “Her 

situation - she’s very social, she thinks she’s prom queen already, at almost four. And I 

don’t know how to deal with that! [Laughs] That’s a whole other issue! So she, we will 

probably put in school. I don’t think she’ll enjoy sitting at home for hours reading books, 

as much as my son does.” Just as her son had problems in school because of his social 

difficulties, Shannon predicted that her daughter would have a difficult time not being in 

school because she was such a highly social child. When I asked if she would be open to 

homeschooling her daughter if public or private school did not seem to be working, she 

hesitated: “Um, I’m open to it? But I am not – I’m not an adamant homeschooler. It’s not, 

you know, ‘kids should never go into the school system!’ Because there are those 

[parents] out there. But I am open to it.” Shannon went on to explain that homeschooling 

would have to look different for her daughter – perhaps hiring a private tutor – if they did 

go that route, because she planned to go back to work in a couple of years. This made it 
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evident that for Shannon, homeschooling was not her first choice for her children’s 

education. 

Bullying and Peer Issues: Raya, Shannon, and Keith and Kamilah 
 
 Raya, the middle-income, Indian immigrant, married mother of two sons who we 

met in the previous chapter, had a story similar to Shannon’s. Her older son, David, who 

would have been in the eighth grade, has Asperger’s, and had been homeschooled on and 

off over the years, dependent upon whether or not they felt his needs were able to be met 

by their school district. Like Shannon and Robin’s sons, David was academically 

advanced, and had been a self-directed learner from a young age. Learning about all sorts 

of “advanced” topics was something of a hobby for David; Raya said, for example, that 

he was currently “really into” quantum physics and string theory, in the same way 

another parent might say their child is “really into” video games or baseball.  

 When David was in the seventh grade, he started having issues with other boys – 

“a lot of teasing him in the hallways, there was a lot of putting their feet up on the back of 

his chair, kicking him, and inking the back of his shirt.” He especially had trouble in the 

hallways between classes. She explained, “What he told us is, all the kids know where the 

video cameras are not. So they know that the teachers stand at certain spots in the 

hallway, and they know exactly where the blind spots are. And if you need to walk 

through one of those blind spots to go to your class, you’re in trouble. So they’d grab his 

backpack, they’d unzip it and throw things down.” Although some have been critical 

about the rise in discourse about school bullying, arguing that schools have gone to an 
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extreme of calling any inter-student conflict bullying, what Raya described fit within the 

understanding of bullying as a social experience as theorized by Raskaunas and 

Magliaccio (2015) which includes three predominant characteristics: that it is repeated 

over time, that it is performed with an intent to harm, and that it is characterized by an 

imbalance of power. In this case, the neuro-typical boys were exercising power over 

David, whose Aspergers’ put him at a distinct disadvantage in the social hierarchy of the 

school. This exercise of power is especially evident in that “the intention of bullying is to 

dominate in a public venue, exhibiting power in the group,” which is why most bullying 

occurs in the presence of other people (Raskauskas and Migliaccio 2015:5). That these 

events typically happened in the hallway between classes – in full view of other students 

– reinforced this power differential. 

 The decision to go back to homeschooling had been an easy one, Raya said, once 

the bullying began to affect David’s mental health. She said, “It was very easy to pull him 

out. As soon as we saw that he was starting to say, you know, I want to kill myself, I wish 

I was dead – that’s not worth it for us.” She later said, “Quite frankly, when we pulled the 

kid out, that was not a choice…we just knew he couldn’t go anymore.” 

 Raya’s younger son, Jude, was about to start third grade when Raya and her 

husband pulled David out of public school, so they gave him the option of 

homeschooling, but told him that they felt like he would do better in school. Raya 

described Jude as “very bright” but also neuro-typical, and he did not have the same 

social issues in school that his brother had. After a couple of bad experiences with 

teachers that Jude did not get along with well, he started backsliding academically in 
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fourth grade, not wanting to do his written work and having an extreme emotional 

reaction to the suggestion of working on things at home. Raya, who has a background in 

education, and her husband, a psychologist, were not particularly worried about this; they 

felt that this was a temporary phase that Jude was going through, which he would 

eventually come out of. But Jude’s teacher, who was worried that Jude would not be able 

to perform well on upcoming standardized tests, started talking about needing to have 

him tested for ADHD and medicating him. Raya was adamantly opposed to this idea, 

after having had some bad experiences with extreme side effects of medication with 

David. At the time that I interviewed her, Raya had pulled Jude out of public school a 

couple of weeks prior. This was an instance in which the situational motivation for 

homeschooling was different for each child – in the case of David, the motivation was 

bullying, combined with special needs and mental health concerns, whereas for Jude, it 

was more about academic issues. Though Raya had some very critical things to say about 

the public school system in the United States (see chapter 4), she also said that she 

pictured Jude going back into public school at some point, potentially as early as the next 

academic year, especially if they were able to switch into a different school district.  

 Shannon was another one of several parents I interviewed whose situational 

motivations for homeschooling spanned more than one of the five types that I have 

identified. When Shannon and her husband first made the decision to homeschool Ethan, 

they did so because of Ethan’s “asynchronous” development – he was academically 

gifted, with a very high IQ, but socially he lagged behind his peers. However, when they 

went back to homeschooling, the primary motivation was bullying. After relocating out 
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of state, a private school was found that seemed to be exactly what Ethan needed – a 

school for gifted children who had difficulty fitting in socially in other schools. Ethan 

attended this school for three years, and over that period of time teasing and bullying 

from other students in the program grew increasingly worse, to the point that, Shannon 

reported, he was crying every night. She told me that “because he was lonely at school, 

he knew he wasn’t fitting in, and he was trying desperately, I could see him sinking. I had 

a real concern that I was losing him emotionally, because of his fear of going to school 

and his fear of handling himself with other people, and wanting to be cool, and wanting 

to hang out, and wanting to fit in.” Shannon said it worried her given “all of the stories 

you hear” about young people getting depressed and even suicidal from bullying, and so 

they went back to homeschooling, so as to not risk things getting to that point with Ethan. 

 The peer issues identified by parents as motivations to homeschool were not 

always as severe as the bullying that Shannon and Raya’s sons experienced. Keith and 

Kamilah, a high-income, inter-racial married couple, described a number of reasons why 

they initially decided to take their oldest children, April and Daniel, out of public school, 

one of which was the effect that April’s peers were having on her self-image. Keith, who 

is white, and Kamilah, who is Black, had three children: April and Daniel are bi-racial, 

and Alexis, their youngest child, who was adopted from West Africa and is darker-

skinned than either of the older children. Living in a predominantly white school district, 

Kamilah started to worry about April when, in fifth grade, she went from being an 

extremely confident child to being increasingly shy, “com[ing] home not liking her hair, 

‘cause it’s too frizzy. And you know, that’s little, but when you see her in the mirror, 
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picking at her hair, and picking at her skin, you just kind of say, you know, now I have to 

fight this?” This was not the only reason that they decided to homeschool, however; they 

described a mix of dogmatic and situational motivations throughout the course of their 

interview. In addition to feeling that their children were not being adequately challenged 

in school, they worried that, as a result of peer pressure, April would become sexually 

active at a young age after she came home with stories about other girls “giving boys BJs 

in the bathrooms,” And Keith also worried about the potential the effects of Daniel being 

hyper-visible as the only Black boy in his grade, given that Black boys are 

disproportionately likely to be disciplined and labeled as troublemakers in school (see 

Ferguson 2000).17 In the end, worries about negative peer influence were the primary 

situational motivation that brought Keith and Kamilah to homeschooling. 

 

Health Issues (Including Mental Health): Maura and Erica 
 
 The final situational motivation for homeschooling that I identified in my analysis 

was health issues, including mental health. As the section above demonstrates, there was 

a lot of overlap in parents who homeschooled because of bullying and peer issues, and 

those who homeschooled due to mental health issues. For example, Raya’s older son 

David had expressed suicidal thoughts due to the bullying he was experiencing at school, 

and Shannon feared that her son was “sinking” and that she was beginning to lose him, 

emotionally, due to the toll his social osctracization at school was taking on him. There 

                                                
17 For a discussion of homeschooling as a form of “racial protectionism” for Black 
families, see Mazama and Lundy (2012). 
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was also overlap between the mental health and the disability/special needs motivations. 

For example, Mia’s son had a mix of personality and behavioral diagnoses and mental 

health problems, the combination of which caused him to get easily overwhelmed in the 

school environment, such that he had frequent panic attacks if he was not medicated, and 

even with medication, cried every day after school from the stress of it all.  

 But other health issues also came up in interviews as interfering with children’s 

ability to be successful in school. One of the reasons that Maura, a white, middle-income, 

married mother of two children decided to leave work to homeschool her daughter was 

because she was frequently ill: 

Merri had developed some health issues, which seemed to be exacerbated by 

being around a whole bunch of other kids. There were respiratory issues; she was 

missing a lot of school because of those. And it turned out she was allergic to just 

about every kind of antibiotic that works for respiratory issues, so there were 

some hard times around her health there. And then every summer she would be 

home, and she would get totally healthy. So that weighed in to part of it. 

Although Maura had not even heard of homeschooling when her son (from a previous 

relationship, who was out of high school when Merri was born) was school-aged, she had 

been considering homeschooling since Merri was born for dogmatic reasons. Like Maria, 

who we met in the previous chapter, Maura expressed a desire to raise a confident 

daughter who saw herself through her own eyes rather than constantly worrying about 

how others saw her, and did not think this would be easily achieved if Merri was in 

public school. But she worked full-time and derived both pleasure and a sense of identity 
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from her job, so she initially put Merri into public schools. She was eventually prompted 

to make the move to homeschooling, however, because of Merri’s health problems.  

 Erica, unlike Maura, did not consider homeschooling as an option from the get-

go. She had a degree in special education and quite firmly believed in the public school 

system, but she reported that when she started being a stay-at-home mom to her daughter, 

Allie, she “started seeing the value in me being her educator.” Then, when Allie was 18 

months old, she was diagnosed with severe food allergies, and homeschooling became a 

serious consideration, as it seemed like a way to protect Allie’s health. Erica explained, “I 

would say by the time she was about three, that we had decided it was going to be the 

route that we went. Both because educationally, we felt like I had – that I was perfectly 

capable. And we also learned more about food allergies, and how they’re handled in 

schools, and [felt] that [homeschooling] would also be the safest option.” Erica perceived 

the home to be a safer environment than the school for a child with food allergies, 

especially while Allie was young enough that she needed more adult assistance in 

handling her allergies, such as knowing how to avoid certain foods and how to administer 

emergency treatment. However, Allie was only kindergarten-age at the time of the 

interview, and Erica did not see homeschooling as a life-long commitment. Rather, she 

saw it as something that they would take year-by-year, making a conscious choice every 

year as to what was the best option for Allie’s education. 

 Erica explained that her greater ability to control what was – and more 

importantly, was not – in the environment at home was a definite advantage of 

homeschooling. When I set up the interview with Erica over email, she noted that they 



 191 

were a nut-free home, and asked that I not bring in any foods with nuts and that I wash 

my hands before coming, especially if I had consumed anything containing nuts that day. 

When I arrived, there was also a sign on the family’s front door declaring it a nut-free 

space. Erica obviously saw it as her responsibility to manage Allie’s nut allergy, 

indicating that she understood the management of children’s health to be, as Jennifer 

Reich puts it, “maternal terrain” (2014:685). In fact, Erica’s processes of making the 

decision to homeschool very closely mirrored the process that the mothers in Reich’s 

study of vaccine refusal went through in deciding not to vaccinate their children – a 

process that Reich describes as exemplifying the demands of neoliberal motherhood. 

Erica (and her husband, whose idea it was for her to homeschool) saw it as the mother’s 

responsibility to make decisions regarding her child’s health and her education, and 

before she made any decisions, researched the various forms of expert advice on the 

topic, filtering the available advice to make the decision that she felt was best for her 

child. She also sought to “control risk through management of social exposure” (Reich 

2014:679), taking many steps to ensure that her daughter’s world was not physically 

contaminated in ways that could have (admittedly serious) health consequences for her. 

Like the mothers in Reich’s study, Erica saw herself as an expert on her own child, and 

thus the person in the best position to make these decisions, which she described through 

the language of individual maternal choice.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
 While I have identified five categories of situational motivations for 

homeschooling, what is perhaps most important about the stories portrayed above is what 

they hold in common: a sense of the inability or unwillingness of schools to 

accommodate the needs of individual children. Most of the parents I interviewed felt that 

schools should be able to do this, and I argue that this is in part because, through the 

rhetoric of school choice, it is what they have been promised. Schools in the United 

States have not historically been expected to provide individualized instruction; what is 

new under neoliberal education reform is the idea that parents can expect education that 

will make all students “successful,” through a system that manages to meet the individual 

needs of each student. If one particular school is unable to do this, parents are told they 

can choose from a variety of other options – including other public schools within the 

same district, public schools in other districts, and charter schools, which are often touted 

as catering to different learning styles through alternative pedagogy.  

 However, despite the rhetoric of many options being available, the parents 

featured in this chapter repeatedly told me that they came to homeschooling because they 

had no choice. These parents typically did not set out thinking they would home educate 

their children; in fact, several of the parents described initially thinking homeschooling 

was weird, undesirable, or just not for them. But many of these same parents told me 

stories about the lengths they went to in order to make things work with their children’s 

public, and sometimes even private, schools – efforts that were eventually met with a 
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failure to accommodate their children’s needs. Even though some of these stories were of 

events that happened years in the past, the frustration, exhaustion, and even anger these 

parents felt was clear in their voices and through their body language as they described 

these situations. When faced with such circumstances, school choice is supposed to be 

these parents’ savior, but in reality, they are left without any real choice other than to 

continue with public school or take on their children’s education themselves. This reveals 

the rhetoric of school choice to really be an ideology of choice. While this ideology 

promises to provide solutions (including homeschooling), these “solutions” further 

entrench the problem of the over-reliance on mothers for nearly every aspect of child-

rearing.  

 There was, however, variation in how the parents I interviewed interpreted their 

experiences. First, the level of understanding and sympathy that these parents expressed 

toward teachers and school administrators varied. Some parents, especially those with 

children whose needs fell very far outside the norm, seemed to understand how difficult it 

is for a large school system to accommodate every child, or for a teacher with an already 

overcrowded classroom to give specialized attention to individual children. Others, 

however, felt that the schools did not even try to accommodate their children, sticking 

rigidly to rules and regulations for their own sake, even when they clearly were not 

having their intended effect. Some of the situations parents described seemed downright 

absurd. One mother, Elena, a Latina, middle-income, married mother of two, told me 

about how her children, then in kindergarten and pre-K, had to miss over two weeks of 

school when she was hospitalized with meningitis and her husband, who was in the 
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military, was deployed overseas. The children went to stay with their grandparents out of 

town while Elena was hospitalized, and were subsequently kicked out of the school 

district for truancy. When Elena tried to plead her case to the school administrators, they 

were unwilling to bend the rules. It is likely that Elena, as a young Latina mother who, 

because of her husband’s deployment (and stereotypes about single Black and Latina 

mothers), was probably perceived as a single mother by the school administrators, lacked 

the ability to leverage privilege, as did other mothers like Tracy, to fight the school 

district on this count. 

 The parents featured in this chapter also had a range of viewpoints about public 

and private education. Some of the parents I interviewed expressed a belief that private 

schools might have been a better option than public schools, but for most of these 

parents, the expense of private schools put them out of reach. And even for some who did 

try enrolling their children in private school, like Shannon and Robin, they found many of 

the same issues with private schools as they did with public schools, including problems 

with bullying and inflexible school administrators.  

Some of the parents whose stories are told in this chapter have become more 

dogmatic in their motivations to continue homeschooling, despite originally having 

situational motivations – including Cynthia and Donald, who said that now, religious 

reasons are their primary motivation for homeschooling, and Mia and her husband, who 

had become unschoolers and hoped to never have to put their younger son in public 

school. Other parents, however, said that they would consider putting their children back 

into school if they found a school – public or private – that they thought would work for 
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their children. For example, Raya seemed sure that her younger son, Jude, would go back 

to public school at some point, but also expressed a hope that they would be able to get 

him into a neighboring school district that she felt would be a better fit. Kelly, a white, 

middle-income, lesbian single mother of an autistic child, had just put her daughter back 

into public school when I interviewed her, because her daughter wanted to try being in a 

situation where she could be more social. Kelly was definitely taking a wait-and-see 

approach to this experiment, but was open to her daughter staying in public school (or 

returning to homeschooling), depending on how things went. Others, like Jenny, had 

definite plans to put their children back into public school when they were older.  

 Unlike parents with more dogmatic motivations, who felt drawn to 

homeschooling because of their beliefs about children, education, religion, and morality, 

the parents with more situational motivations felt pushed into homeschooling. Though 

some came to see it in a different light once they were actually doing it, they initially 

viewed homeschooling as a last resort, with many saying that they felt that they had “no 

other choice.” Thus, while most of the parents I interviewed started out feeling 

empowered, and even entitled, to advocate for their children at the level of the classroom, 

the school administration, and even the school district, as they faced more and more 

obstacles, they often lost confidence in such advocacy as an effective strategy for 

ensuring the educational well-being of their children. Even though some of the situations 

these children faced were obviously bigger than the one child – for example, Tracy noted 

that many other parents had complained about her son’s math teacher, and the bullying 

issues that Raya and Shannon’s children experienced seemed to be school-wide issues – 
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none of the parents saw it as their responsibility to advocate for other children, just their 

own.  

 This contrasted with some of the parents who were more dogmatically motivated, 

who expressed a desire to see larger-scale changes in how public schools are run. But 

even these parents, some of whom had very specific ideas about how public schooling 

could be made better, often expressed a lack of belief that they, as individuals, had any 

power to make change. I argue that a neoliberal culture that emphasizes individualization 

and personal responsibility leads these mothers to attempt individual-level interventions 

as their first line of defense against what are actually structural problems, and that when 

these (inevitably) fail, parents give up on “the system” entirely, rather than looking for 

other possible avenues of change. A common sentiment I heard from the parents that I 

interviewed was that if they could not change the situation for one child, how could they 

possibly change the situation for all children? The growth of non-dogmatic 

homeschooling, then, can be seen as a logical extension of the policies and logic of 

neoliberalism. 

 One way that we can understand the situational motivations that brought these 

parents to homeschooling is by seeing their children as “unruly bodies” that disrupt the 

increasingly mechanized functioning of the neoliberal school. Children who are too far 

ahead, or fall too far behind, children who cannot sit still or who need extra assistance, 

children who are physically disruptive or are the targets of other physically disruptive 

children, and perhaps most importantly, children who do not test well in schools that rely 

on high test scores for funding and enrollment – these children pose a threat to the 
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neoliberal school by drawing attention to the limitations of running a school like a 

corporation. But neoliberalism has its own solution to this problem; it comes in the form 

of the now common-sense idea of personal responsibility (Connell 2013). Utilizing the 

rhetoric – really an ideology – of school choice, these mothers who have accepted the 

responsibility to ensure their children’s well-being take individual responsibility to 

“choose” better educational opportunities for their children – even when there was really 

no choice at all. 
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Chapter 6:  Common Threads 

 

 In chapter 4, I explored what I argue are the most important underlying 

differences between homeschoolers at the dogmatic extremes: the differences in their 

underlying beliefs about what childhood is, what the role of the parent is, and what 

childhood gender is (see Table 9). I argue that parents who see schools as overly sexual 

spaces understand children to be innocent and their gender and sexuality not yet fully 

determined. Though they tend to think there is one morally “correct” way of enacting 

gender and sexuality, they understand gender and sexuality in terms of behavior, rather 

than identity – as part of their children’s “character” – and thus they see it as their 

responsibility to protect their children from certain influences, and to guide them toward, 

or lay a strong foundation for, “correct” gendered and sexual expression. On the other 

hand, parents who see schools as constraining gender and sexual expression tend to 

understand gender and sexuality as innate, and as already being a part of their children’s 

identity. Though they tend to be open to a range of ways of enacting gender and 

sexuality, they also believe in an ideal form of gender and sexual expression; for these 

parents, however, this ideal is specific to each individual, and is characterized by the 

ability to not compromise one’s “true” or “natural” core identity. Thus, these parents see 

it as their responsibility to ensure that their children grow up in environments in which 

they are supported and nurtured in being and becoming their true selves.  
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Table 9: Comparison of Two Views of Childhood 

 

 In chapter 5, I examined the experiences of parents with situational motivations 

for homeschooling, arguing that the rise of such “middle” parents – those who do not 

begin homeschooling from a place of fundamental philosophical disagreement with the 

current educational system – is due to an unmet expectation that public schools will 

provide their children with an education tailored to their own individual needs and 

abilities. This expectation has been raised as part of the emergence and eventual 

domination of the neoliberal discourse of school choice, in which parents are promised 

options to ensure their children get the best possible education. The narratives of these 

parents reveal that they experience anything but choice; when their public schools fail to 

meet the needs for learning, safety, and/or accommodations for children with special 

needs, these parents often feel they have no other choice but to homeschool.  

Critique: School as overly sexual School as restrictive 

Understanding of 
gender/sexuality: 

Defined by behaviors Expression of identity 

What defines “who 
you are”: 

Character Core self 

Goals of parenting: Protect innocence, 
shape character 

Protect core self, 
allow freedom of expression 

Theory of childhood 
gender/sexuality: 

Social constructionist Essentialist 
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 Though many parents express multiple motivations for homeschooling their 

children – including, for some, different reasons for each of their children – parents tend 

to cluster around one of the three “ideal types” identified in these chapters: the two 

groups at the dogmatic extremes – the conservative religious, and the liberal/progressives 

– and the “middle” group with specific situational motivations. These three ideal types, 

pictured in Figure 3, can be envisioned as two intersecting spectrums: one being the 

spectrum of philosophical motivations, from conservative/religious to liberal/progressive 

critiques, and the other being a spectrum from wholly dogmatic motivations, to wholly 

situational motivations. As Figure 4 demonstrates, however, while many parents clump 

toward these ideal types, there are also parents who have mixtures of dogmatic and 

situational motivations.  

Figure 3: Homeschooling Motivation “Ideal Types” 
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Figure 4: Homeschooling Motivations, by Respondent 18 

 

 If these groups are more or less ideologically distinct, and frame the “problem” 

with public schools in different ways, what do they – along with those who do not fit 

neatly into these groups – have in common? What leads them all to the “solution” of 

homeschooling? In this chapter, I argue that, despite their ideological differences with 

regard to childhood, gender, and sexuality, and their differing ideological stances on 

education, the parents I interviewed share certain beliefs in common across these 

differences. First, these parents share an understanding of children as unique, which leads 

them to focus on their children’s unique needs, prioritizing these over the needs of all 

                                                
18 To create Figure 4, I rated each respondent on a scale of dogmatic to situational 
motivations, positioning those with exclusively or almost exclusively situational 
motivations toward the top end of the vertical axis. I then rated those with any dogmatic 
motivations, again placing those respondents with exclusively dogmatic motivations 
along the horizontal axis, and those with a mixture of dogmatic and situational 
motivations in the appropriate space according to both axes. 
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other children and society as a whole. Second, these parents share a sense of having given 

up on government – they believe that the government is not looking out for their 

children’s best interests, and therefore they must take charge by managing their 

children’s education. Finally, the parents that I interviewed – who were primarily mothers 

– shared a belief that mothers are ultimately responsible for their children’s well-being, 

which includes their education. Taken together, this set of beliefs makes homeschooling a 

logical “solution” to parents’ problems, regardless of their other ideological stances. 

 

COMMON THREADS 

Children as Unique 
 
 Almost all of the parents I interviewed identified the ability to tailor a child’s 

education to their own unique interests, temperaments, aptitudes, and learning styles as a 

distinct advantage of homeschooling over any other educational option. These parents felt 

that the public school model – and even most private schools – just could not provide 

such a degree of personalized education. Take, for example, the following two quotes, 

from parents who initially put their oldest child into pre-school but ended up 

homeschooling after less than a year:  

Cynthia: Especially knowing Jason, he’s the sweetest, most tender-hearted kid, 

and they just – he really is a bully magnet. He doesn’t mean to be, he does 

nothing to deserve it, but [he] just totally [is]. And so we just wanted to protect 

him, and build him up, and help build his confidence. Because he was really 

unique. 
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Maria: What was difficult [for my daughter] was the scheduled day, and the 

forced socialization. She loved her friends, but her nature is very much an 

introvert, and her nature is methodical, and if she starts something she wants to 

immerse herself in it and finish it. So she would spend the whole ride home 

crying, just to relax, just to have that emotional release now that she was in a safe 

place. So that really clued me in to, that’s not where she wants to be. That’s not an 

environment that best suits her. 

Thematically, these quotes are so similar as to be practically interchangeable. Yet the first 

comes from Cynthia, who is politically conservative and very religious, and the second 

from Maria, who is politically very liberal and only somewhat religious. Both of these 

parents had a mix of dogmatic and situational motivations for homeschooling, but overall 

leaned heavily toward the dogmatic. Their issues with schools were not just abstract, but 

were based on their assessment of their children’s unique needs, which they saw as 

stemming from their individual temperaments. This is especially noteworthy because 

both of these mothers had put their children in non-traditional educational environments 

for pre-school, already believing that they would not succeed in a traditional classroom 

environment. Jason, who was on the autism spectrum, was in a pre-school classroom that 

intentionally integrated autistic and non-autistic children, with a very low student-to-

teacher ratio and teachers who were trained and experienced in teaching young children 

with autism. Maria, who told me that she had long been attracted to non-traditional 

education methods and had researched many different options before her daughter started 
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pre-school, had enrolled her daughter in a Montessori program specifically because of the 

child-led focus of the Montessori philosophy. Even though they had sought out programs 

that they felt would be particularly responsive to their children’s needs, both Cynthia and 

Maria found the schools they had chosen to be ill-suited to their children’s temperaments. 

Interestingly, both Cynthia and Maria had other children whom they described as having 

very different needs, temperaments, and aptitudes compared to their eldest children, and 

each gave me different reasons why they thought homeschooling was ideally suited for 

each child. Homeschooling is thus constructed as able to meet the unique needs of almost 

all children, regardless of how much they differ from each other in their individual needs. 

 Parents frequently named the ability to customize the educational experience 

according to their children’s academic interests and strengths – and, for some, also their 

weaknesses – as a major advantage of homeschooling. In this way, homeschooling 

functions similarly, as Holly, a white, middle-income, married mother of two put it, to 

having a private tutor. A major advantage many parents identified was the ability for 

children to move at their own pace, even – and especially – when that meant they were 

doing work at varying grade levels in different subjects. For example, when I asked 

Aspen, who we met in chapter 4, what she saw as the primary advantages of 

homeschooling, she began by saying,  

I think tailoring to individual interests and learning styles is a huge one. Both my 

children are very different; they have completely different learning styles. For 

example my younger son, if I were to put him into first grade in a public school 

next year, he would be completely bored out of his mind, because he’s reading at 
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a third grade level, and they can’t - that’s just too far of a gap for a teacher to help 

keep them stimulated. So that’s a huge advantage of being home, because I can 

cater to whatever level he’s at, very easily. 

For Aspen’s older son, on the other hand, the benefit of homeschooling was that they 

could move as slowly as he needed to with reading. When they began homeschooling, her 

older son would have been in second grade, and, she said, “he hated reading. Didn’t want 

to read for a minute, I mean just absolutely hated it.” The extreme degree of his aversion 

led Aspen to speculate that he might have dyslexia – something she noted runs in her 

family – or some similar learning difficulty that was causing him to be very frustrated 

with reading. Rather than shell out the money to have him tested (which can be hundreds 

of dollars when done privately rather than through the public school system), Aspen 

decided to just “act as if” he had a learning disorder, and started over with reading 

instruction using a method that was recommended for children with dyslexia. This meant 

using lesson plans that were far below his grade level. Aspen argued that this could not 

have been done in public school without holding him back a grade or more, which would 

not have been ideal because it would not have allowed him to advance in other subjects, 

like math, in which he was doing just fine. She seemed very proud to report to me that, 

after two years of re-learning phonics, her older son now reads happily for an hour or 

more at a time.  

  In her book Tumbleweed Society, Allison Pugh argues that “childrearing is 

deeply cultural, a collection of beliefs and practices we might interpret for meaning as we 

might a poem or a painting; we can read it to understand not only how people conceive of 
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their obligations to children but also what kind of world they are raising their children to 

face” (2015:157). Whether they used boxed curricula, were more “eclectic” in their 

approach, or were radical unschoolers, the parents I interviewed overwhelmingly felt that 

the ability to tailor a child’s education to their unique needs, interests, strengths, and 

temperaments is a major advantage of homeschooling.  

What does this agreement across philosophical differences and homeschooling 

approaches tell us about the type of world these parents are raising their children to face? 

I argue that this emphasis on children’s uniqueness, and the resultant tailoring of 

parenting practices to the understanding of children as unique, is evidence that these 

parents see themselves as raising children to live in a world in which being unique is not 

only highly valued, but is seen as necessary for economic success. The parents I 

interviewed recognized and had, to varying degrees, internalized the ideal of the 

entrepreneurial self – the idea that workers in the New Eonomy need to possess the 

ability to sell the self as a product, or in other words, to have a personal “brand.” And, 

while these parents avoided talking about their children’s current experiences in 

economic terms – something Zelizer (1985) argues is completely taboo in the age of the 

sacred child – they both thought about, and spoke about, their futures in economic terms, 

emphasizing their ability to succeed in the New Economy.  

 These parents understand that the economy in which their children will live and 

work as adults will be different from that in which they were raised. Echoing a sentiment 

that several parents expressed, Kamilah, who we met in chapter 5, told me that in public 

school, “the kids learn to become assembly line workers. And that worked in 1950, but [it 
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doesn’t now]. Schools are not teaching the children to be leaders. And they’re not 

teaching the children to be critical thinkers, or be different. That’s not celebrated, being 

different, whatever way you’re different. It’s not celebrated.” Here, Kamilah identified 

leadership skills, critical thinking, and celebrating what makes you “different” as 

essential to preparing children for the types of jobs that they will face in the future, as 

opposed to the jobs of the past, for which these were not necessary ingredients of an 

education.  

 Several parents specifically talked about the role that technology plays in creating 

a more rapidly shifting landscape of jobs, and how this will necessitate a high degree of 

flexibility and ingenuity when their children enter the workforce. For example, as 

Melinda, a white, middle-income, single mother of two explained, 

I think that the establishment, or the way society’s structured right now, will be 

rapidly changing in the next ten to twenty years, because of technology. And not 

technology like we’re on the computer, but like, robotic automation. So similar to 

the industrial revolution, we’re now facing a digital revolution, that’s going to 

change the way the work force – or just how people live their lives and how they 

earn money, how they stay competitive. And I don’t think that the traditional 

methods [of education] are going to meet that need, for this generation.  

For Melinda, as well as other parents, one of the most important characteristics of the 

world for which they are preparing their children is its instability and unpredictability; 

they see technology shifting the landscape of how people live and work so rapidly that 

they cannot foresee the ways in which their children will live and work. Rather than 
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preparing them for a specific type of job, then, they see a good education as one that 

equips their children with the skills – such as flexibility, leadership, creativity, and the 

ability to market themselves – that they will need to be able to adapt to whatever changes 

they may face in how to make their livelihoods, and lives in general. 

 To be sure, many of these parents still saw traditional academic subjects, such as 

reading, math, science, and history, as very important. But most saw the development of 

certain capacities or traits, such as a lifelong enjoyment of learning, the ability to explore 

a topic of interest on one’s own, and the ability to think critically about what they hear 

and read, as being equally, if not more, important. In other words, these parents tended to 

emphasize the importance of being taught “how to learn” over learning specific content, 

and for many, this stance toward education was tied directly to their belief that their 

children will need to continue learning throughout their lives to remain competitive in the 

new economy.  

Giving up on government 

 The second commonality among the parents I interviewed was that they had 

largely given up on the idea that government would – or even should – provide the type 

of education that children need, even when their assessment of what that would look like 

differed. Given their belief in a smaller role for the federal government, it likely does not 

come as a surprise that the more conservative parents I spoke with tended to express 

feelings about the role of federal government in public education that ranged from 

skepticism to downright distrust. The more conservative and religious parents tended to 
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lack trust in the government’s capacity to be in charge of education because they saw the 

government as having an agenda – often anti-religious or anti-Christian – that they did 

not want imposed on their children. As Sonya, a low-income, mixed-race (white, Native 

American, and Black), married mother of nine children put it, “The main problem that I 

see with public school, is institutionalizing children. The attitude the state seems to have, 

the country, our President seems to have, is that they’re their children. And they’re not 

their children. You know?” Sonya disagreed with the idea that children “belong” to the 

state, or to society more broadly – she felt that children belong to their parents. Sonya did 

not want the government – through public schools – getting their hands on “her” children 

because, she said “public school is teaching them the opposite of a lot of things that I 

want them to know,” including views on homosexuality, abortion, and evolution that 

differed from her own. Sonya, and other conservative parents, believed that public 

education served as a means for the federal government to intrude into their private 

family lives by undermining their ability – which they saw as their right – to parent their 

children according to their own belief systems. 

Perhaps more surprising is that many of the liberal to progressive parents also 

expressed distrust in the government’s ability to provide public education, though these 

parents tended to express far more ambivalence about public schools than did their 

conservative counterparts. Although they did not see public schooling as the right choice 

for their children, many believed in the idea of public schooling, and the collective 

responsibility of society to ensure that all children had access to an education. Having 

many critiques of the public school curriculum and environment, these parents tended to 
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feel that a major overhaul of the public school system was needed, however most did not 

feel optimistic about this happening. As Melinda explained, “I do believe that there’s a 

massive problem with the system. And I don’t think that it’s - it’s not going change from 

the top down. It would have to be something revolutionary, from the bottom up. 

However, I don’t think that’s ever going to happen.” Melinda was not alone in her 

assessment of the government as being unable or unwilling to make the kinds of changes 

to public education that would be needed to not just reform, but completely revolutionize 

how the country approaches public education. She also was not alone in her skepticism 

that grassroots, community-led changes could be achieved – at least not in her time 

parenting school-aged children. Summarizing a view I heard repeatedly throughout my 

interviews, Aspen said, “I think a lot of parents want to have faith in the school changing, 

and they believe that if they keep the kids in, and just fight for changes that it’ll happen, 

but I don’t think that’s going to happen fast enough to help your kid.”  

 Among the parents who did think that change was possible, many expressed the 

idea that they did not want to, as Jamie succinctly put it, “sacrifice” their own children to 

the system in the meantime. Jamie was a radical unschooler who believed that all 

learning should be child-led, and saw this ideal as starkly contrasted by the compulsory, 

standardized, and achievement-oriented nature of current public education. She told me, 

“I would love to see some of it change, but I’m not willing to go into it myself. I’m not 

going offer up my child as a sacrifice just so I can – probably not [even] effect that much 

change, by myself. It’s kind of pessimistic, but it’s – my focus is on her, and that’s where 

my energy goes.” Jamie expressed a complex set of thoughts here. First, she saw the 
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problem with public schools as so big that, even if she did invest a lot of energy into 

working to change it, her effort would result in little improvement. Her statement also 

revealed a belief that the work of changing public schools and the work of mothering are 

in conflict with each other. As a mother, she saw her primary responsibility as cultivating 

her child, and she did not believe that public schools could do that. She went so far as to 

say, “I don’t think there’s anything that I wouldn’t do, to keep her out of that type of 

schooling. I am like, hardcore, adamantly against it.” From this perspective, putting her 

daughter in school and dedicating her time to creating change from within would, in 

essence, be an abdication of her parental responsibility, and thus would make her a bad 

parent. Thus, despite her belief that change in the public school system is necessary, 

because not all families have the means to homeschool, Jamie’s understanding of parental 

responsibility left her unable to imagine herself being a part of that change. And so, 

instead of working to change the public schools, Jamie and other liberal and progressive 

parents constructed a different understanding of social change that they felt was 

compatible with their parenting responsibilities. In order to ease the cognitive dissonance 

they felt as people who believed in public schools in theory but rejected them, for their 

own children, in practice, these mothers understood themselves as enacting social change 

at the most individual level, in how they raise their own children.  

 Some parents expressed a general sense of having lost faith in the capacity of 

schools to educate children. They saw schools as being effective as a means of 

warehousing children while their parents were at work, but not as places where much 

learning happens. The more liberal/non-religious parents, and especially unschoolers, 
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tended to be most likely to question whether “schools” and “learning” are compatible. 

My interviewees often drew upon metaphors to convey to me that they viewed schools as 

something other than places for learning. Various parents compared public school to 

“warehousing” or “institutionalizing” children; to “sending them off to the coal mines” or 

a “factory;” to a “cattle chute” or a “conveyor belt” or “puppy mill;” to a “babysitter” or 

“daycare,” “a place to keep kids safe so that their parents can go to work;” to “locking my 

child in a cage,” and to “a prison” or “prison-lite.” Several parents made the comparison 

between schools and Golding’s novel, Lord of the Flies. These metaphors describe 

schools as places where children are managed, shuffled around arbitrarily, perhaps 

watched, but also imprisoned. As Angie, a white, high-income, married mother of two 

put it, children in schools are becoming “more and more of a number; they’re just going 

to slap a barcode on their butt and run ‘em through like cattle.” Perhaps most centrally, 

all of these metaphors describe school as being a dehumanizing space. As Dana, a white, 

low-income, bisexual single mother of two said,  

I would never want my child to have to experience, you know, the simple things, 

like having to wait to use the bathroom until the instructor says it’s okay. Not 

being able to eat. Not being able to talk. It’s amazing to me that – I mean, I really 

see it as being – freedom is a huge thing for me. I’m talking about bodily 

freedom, emotional freedom, all of these things that – I mean I think it sounds 

really harsh, to associate school and prison, but it’s way closer than people even 

consider. I mean, there’s no choice. 
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For parents who see it as their responsibility to provide an environment in which their 

children’s core selves can flourish, placing them into what they perceive as such a 

dehumanizing space violates their ideas of good parenting.  

 Even the “middle” parents – those with primarily situational motivations for 

homeschooling, and who did not have fundamental disagreements with the prevailing 

ideology of education – gave up on government when they came to see it as incapable or 

unwilling to provide for their children’s special needs. These parents tended to believe 

that public school could work for some, if not most, children, but that it fundamentally 

fails to work for children whose intellectual capacities, health needs, or temperament 

stray too far from the norm. When they found themselves in this situation with one or 

more of their own children, most parents fought to varying degrees to change the 

conditions for their child, but eventually gave up as they came to see schools as rigid and 

inflexible. In general, parents across the spectrum of educational philosophies and 

motivations for homeschooling expressed a belief that the task of “fixing” public schools 

was such an immense problem that they did not feel they had any viable ideas about how 

to reform it, let alone the power to do so. In short, although they are doing it for a variety 

of reasons, these parents are giving up on the government as an entity they can trust to 

educate their children, and are taking their children’s education squarely into their own 

hands. 
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Mothering Ideologies 
 
 The third common thread holding these parents together is their commitment to 

intensive mothering ideologies. I argue that, in part, this trend of mothers (as it is largely 

mothers, not fathers, performing the labor of homeschooling) giving up on the 

government and taking on their children’s education themselves is happening because 

many of these mothers believe that they are ultimately responsible, and held accountable, 

for ensuring the proper education and overall well-being of their child. Thus, since this 

responsibility does not rest with the government, with the local school system, or with 

society at large, if home education is what they believe to be the best option for their 

individual children, it is up to them, as mothers, to make it possible.   

 The term “intensive mothering” was first coined by sociologist Sharon Hays in 

her book, The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood (1996), and has three main tenets: 

1) child care is primarily the responsibility of the mother; 2) parenting methods should be 

child-centered, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially 

expensive; and 3) children are outside of market relations, and therefore decisions about 

child rearing should be made without reference to financial profitability or loss. Hays 

argues the logic of intensive mothering is the dominant parenting paradigm in place in the 

United States, and that, although this method is adapted and resisted by individual 

women, all mothers are aware of it and experience it as a power-laden discourse that 

shapes how they think about, feel about, and experience motherhood. Importantly, this 

ideology serves to obscure structural and institutional inequality, “suggest[ing] that all the 

troubles of the world can be solved by the individual efforts of superhuman women.” As 
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Hays succinctly argues, “Clearly, this places a tremendous and undue burden on women” 

(Hays 1996:177). 

 Though the research for Hays’ book was carried out in the early 1990s, 

particularly in the context of the growth in the number of working mothers who were 

trying to “do it all” by balancing a career and motherhood, scholars continue to note the 

relevance and centrality of the ideology of intensive mothering in the everyday lives of 

American mothers. Jennifer Lois (2013) argues in her study of homeschooling mothers in 

the Portland, Oregon, area that the ideology of intensive mothering is exactly what makes 

homeschooling seem so sensible to the women that she interviewed: they see the 

emotional, physical, and economic investment of homeschooling, and their corresponding 

sacrifices, as a way of performing “good motherhood.” More recently, Allison Pugh 

(2015) demonstrates that intensive mothering has only become more intensified under the 

increasing insecurity and divestment from the public provision of care that have come to 

be seen as hallmarks of the neoliberal state. Pugh argues that now, “intensive mothers 

labor not only for their families but also on behalf of a system of insecure work and a 

neoliberal state, struggling to provide the care that seems to be receding elsewhere” 

(2015:168). Over the last several decades, Pugh argues, Americans have seen the ideal of 

commitment erode in many aspects of their daily lives: of employers to their employees, 

of workers to their employers, and of spouses or partners to their marriages and other 

intimate relationships. As this ideal of commitment has eroded, she argues, some adults – 

especially women, but also some men – intensify their commitment to their children: 

“While some men view their care for children as optional, for many people immersed in 
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insecure work, particularly women, children are commitment’s final frontier” (Pugh 

2015:9).  

 For most of the parents that I interviewed, the erosion of this ideal of commitment 

also applies to the government and its treatment of public school children. As they see 

this erosion of commitment happening, they double-down on the ideology of intensive 

mothering, emphasizing the primacy of the role of the individual mother in parenting in 

child-centered, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially 

expensive ways, despite the expense to the family, which at times includes the loss of an 

income (Hays 1996).  

 These mothers explain their commitment, as mothers, to performing the labor of 

homeschooling in a variety of ways. They often reference the role of finances in making 

decisions about homeschooling, most frequently in how they refer to their husbands’ 

higher earnings potential as the main reason that they, rather than their husbands, are the 

primary homeschoolers. Some mothers also call upon essentialized understandings of 

gender, in which they posit women as being more “naturally” suited for intensive child-

rearing labor, to explain this decision. Other mothers resist the idea that homeschooling 

should be maternal territory, but, as Hays argues is the case, these mothers find they must 

respond to cultural expectations of mothers in ways that shape their mothering 

experiences.  

 For some mothers, like Cynthia, who have always intended to be stay-at-home 

mothers, taking on the labor of homeschooling shifted their ideas about the specific tasks 

involved in mothering, but did not otherwise involve a radical re-prioritizing of their 
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mothering responsibilities, because they already saw it as being their top priority. For 

others, however, homeschooling meant sacrificing other roles in order to place mothering 

responsibilities at the forefront. Claudia, who we met in chapter 4, had a career she 

enjoyed and also worked as an Army Reservist when she began to feel a conviction that 

God wanted her to homeschool. She had always planned on serving in the Reserves for 

twenty years so as to secure military retirement benefits, and at first, she tried to balance 

working and homeschooling, but after about a year, she made the decision to leave her 

career and the Army Reserves – thus sacrificing her retirement benefits – in order to 

prioritize homeschooling. Claudia told me, “Well I hung in there, as long as I could! And 

finally, it just came to a point where I couldn’t balance it all. You know? And I had to 

just examine, what’s my first priority? My first priority is my family.” Since her husband 

was reluctant about homeschooling in the beginning – and, she reports, he “still wavers” 

about it – there had not been any discussion of which parent would be responsible for the 

labor of homeschooling: Claudia was the one who felt it was needed, so she was the one 

who gave up her career. 

 Carolyn, a self-described feminist who “more or less unschools” her three sons, 

described the decision that she, rather than her husband, would be in charge of the day-to-

day work of homeschooling as being based primarily on financial considerations, but also 

being about their respective comfort levels with unschooling. Though she noted that her 

husband is very involved with and invested in their children’s education, he works full 

time, while she is the full-time caregiver for their children. She explained to me that 

reversing these roles “was never an option:” 



 218 

I mean my husband works. He’s the financial provider. But it’s not the case, like, 

because he has less time with them, and he’s not always – he’s very supportive of 

unschooling, but he’s not always entirely comfortable or confident that all of the 

academic needs are being met. So like he will, he’s into computers, so he’ll find 

all these really cool programs that are math oriented, or reading oriented, or 

whatever, and he’ll spend a bunch of time actually hanging out with the kids and 

playing reading games or playing math games and stuff. Which is great, and it’s 

not something that I do a whole lot of. So it’s not the case that he’s not involved 

in or responsible for any of their schooling. [But] I mean, I’m the one who is with 

them all day, so I’m primarily responsible for their education. 

Carolyn put it to me quite bluntly that her husband’s higher earnings potential was the 

primary consideration in determining how they divide paid and unpaid labor in their 

family, noting that “every dad-driven homeschooling family I know, it’s because the 

mom is the more financially stable.”19 But she also touched upon something that many 

other mothers also referenced: that they and their husbands have very different aptitudes, 

which makes a stark division of labor, wherein their husbands work in the paid labor 

force and they “stay home” and homeschool the children, not only the most logical, but 

also the easiest, way of dividing things. Many of the mothers that I interviewed 

referenced certain skills that their husbands had that allowed them to be “in charge” of 

                                                
19 Of the 44 interviews I conducted, in only one family (Keith and Kamilah) did the father 
do more of the day-to-day homeschooling labor than the mother. In this case, although 
both parents were employed, Keith worked from home and had far more flexibility in his 
work, whereas Kamilah worked outside the home, however, as a physician working at a 
hospital, she did not work a typical 9-5 schedule.  
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certain subjects – usually math, science, or technology – but saw themselves as having 

the greater aptitude to be in charge of the whole endeavor, or, as Carolyn said, “primarily 

responsible for their education.”  

 Some mothers, particularly those who were more conservative and religious, 

explained these different aptitudes by drawing on essentialized notions of gender, 

explaining that women are naturally more nurturing, patient, and otherwise able to 

perform the labor of homeschooling. Others explained this on more individualized terms, 

referencing their personal temperaments as if they just happened to be more interested in 

or comfortable with education or child-rearing than their husbands, but that it could have 

easily been the other way around. Finally, some parents drew on the gendered social 

context to explain why this division of labor made sense, explaining that, as women who 

grew up in a society in which women and childcare are associated, they had far more 

experience working with children than their husbands did. Many referred to how, unlike 

their husbands, they babysat or were expected to help care for younger children when 

they were growing up, thus resulting in a skills gap that made them the far better 

“candidate” for the job of homeschooling.  

 One of the arguments that several of the mothers I interviewed made was that, if 

the best education is individualized education, the mother is best-suited to provide this 

because she understands her child’s individual capacities and temperament better than 

anyone else. For example, Erica, who homeschooled her daughter in part because of her 

severe food allergies, was at first skeptical when her husband proposed that they 

homeschool. But, she said, the more they talked about it, she came to realize that the 
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mother may, in fact, be the best teacher a child could have, saying that “educationally, we 

felt like I was perfectly capable. And perhaps, as her mom, even more capable, to be her 

primary teacher.” Erica explained that, because mothers know their children better than 

anyone else, this gives them an advantage that a schoolteacher would not have. Danielle 

made a similar argument about mothers having the best capacity to educate their children, 

but rather than understanding mothers as knowing their children better than anyone else, 

she argued that nobody has a stronger interest in a child’s development than their mother. 

She explained that she was hesitant to homeschool at first, because she associated it with 

“those ultra-religious people who live on a farm and have 19 kids,” and she did not see 

herself as being “radical” enough to homeschool. “But the more I thought about it,” she 

said, “the more I thought, well, who had a better vested interest in my son’s well-being 

and his education, than me?” 

 Many of the mothers I interviewed described homeschooling as feeling like a 

natural or logical extension of their mothering philosophies. Danielle recounted how 

“since Connor was born, I had just been doing what I thought was normal mom stuff, you 

know, pointing out letters of the alphabet and letting him watch Barney and taking those 

little teaching opportunities. When he would ask me a question, I would answer it, and 

we would go to the library, and we would watch PBS and things like that.” Because of 

this “normal mom stuff” that she was doing, Connor was reading short books at the age 

of five, something the teachers said they would not expect of a child until the first grade. 

The teachers advised her to put Connor straight into first grade, but since he had just 

turned five, barely making the cut-off for kindergarten that year, she felt that socially, 
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skipping a grade would be a bad idea. However, just a couple of months into the school 

year, “he had come home so many times, frustrated and annoyed with school, and he was 

starting to develop the idea that school’s boring, it sucks, I already know all this, why do 

I have to go. And this is not fun, what they’re making me do. And for a five year old to 

already be developing that attitude was bad.” Danielle reasoned that, if it was her “normal 

mom” activities that had gotten Connor to the place where he was bored with how easy 

school was, then continuing this “normal mom” behavior in the form of homeschooling 

made sense. 

 In particular, though, many mothers, both conservative and liberal, religious and 

non-religious, made the connection between homeschooling and the particular parenting 

philosophy to which they subscribed: attachment parenting, a parenting style that 

Villalobos (2014) argues has become increasingly popular in response to growing 

insecurity in other aspects of life. These mothers already believed in the importance of 

extended breastfeeding and forming a secure attachment with the child, making the idea 

of homeschooling, something that helped to continue fostering that attachment, seem like 

a natural step. However, because attachment parenting focuses so heavily on the bond 

between mother and child, supported through extended breastfeeding, homeschooling 

was seen as something that mothers, rather than fathers, would do, almost by default. 

Carolyn, who was one such parent, explained the predominance of women doing 

homeschool labor in precisely this way: 

The first, you know, one to three years of life, or more than that, depending on 

how you count life, are much more dependent on the mother’s physical body. And 
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it’s really hard to work a full time job and be pregnant and nurse and all of those 

things. There are so many obstacles against that. And so it’s no surprise that the 

people who are going to throw up their hands first and be like, you know what, 

it’s not worth it - are going to be the moms. 

Carolyn explained the greater investment of time that women have in the lives of their 

children by drawing on both biological and societal explanations. On the one hand, she 

argued, women’s parenting differs from that of men because women experience 

pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding, and are therefore, by default, more physically 

invested in their children. In addition to this, she noted that society does not provide the 

support that mothers need to be able to continue to work while enduring the physical 

demands of motherhood (Stone 2007). This combination of factors, she concludes, causes 

women to be far more willing to leave their careers than men. This concept of mothers 

become the primary homeschooling parent by default was especially evident in 

interviews  where, even when the idea of homeschooling had been raised first by the 

husband, the mother was the primary homeschooling parent.   

 Even the rare set of parents who strived intentionally to be equally involved in 

homeschooling struggled to make this a reality. Natalie and her husband decided to 

homeschool – more specifically, to unschool – before they had children. In fact, her 

husband first introduced the concept of unschooling to her while they were friends in 

college, years before they began dating. She described to me how she decided on a career 

where she could work from home, be her own boss, and make her own hours, so that she 

could breastfeed her children and avoid putting them in daycare. She also talked about 
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how she and her husband worked really hard to be equal parents, and how this was 

becoming more of a reality in terms of daily time spent with the kids after the birth of 

their third child, when he, too, was able to transition to working for himself, from home. 

But, she admits, she takes on a lot more of the responsibility for the behind-the-scenes 

activities, like reading and researching about unschooling, being active on message 

boards, and networking with other families. Even though they both participate in the 

daily work of unschooling, putting in close to equal hours with their children each week, 

Natalie was still the one “in charge.” She explained, “He was the one that gave me the 

idea first, but I was the one that researched what people were doing. I’m probably still the 

decision maker about health stuff, food stuff, and whatever. I mean we both strongly 

identify as feminists, so we try to notice it, but like, I don’t know what else you can do at 

this point in history.” Natalie was critical of the ideology that mothers should be the ones 

in charge of ensuring that their children are educated and well taken-care-of – that the 

mother should be the one who researches things, who knows things, and who makes 

decisions. But she also saw herself, and her marriage, as a product of her time – as 

constrained by a society in which those tasks are seen as women’s work, in which women 

have been better socialized to handle such details, and in which women are ultimately 

held accountable for their children’s educations. Meanwhile, Natalie simultaneously 

resisted and embraced the logic of intensive mothering. She embraced the idea that child-

rearing should be time-intensive, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially 

expensive, but rejected much of the “expert discourse” about education, and she relied, 

instead, on alternative experts who advocated for unschooling as the ideal way of raising 
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and educating children, as well as embracing the tenets of attachment parenting. And so, 

while she resisted the idea that it should be mothers who are primarily responsible for 

child-rearing, she did not reject the idea in its entirety, finding herself unable to escape 

the reality that child-rearing decisions are ultimately seen as the responsibility of mothers 

in our society.  

 

BRAIDING THE THREADS 
 
 How do these three common threads weave together to tell us something about 

why parents with differing ideological stances on gender, childhood, and education 

homeschool their children? I argue that the rising popularity of homeschooling can be 

understood as what happens when pressure on parents – particularly mothers – to be 

responsible for their children's education increases, at the same time as faith in the 

government, through the public education system, to provide education decreases. In this 

final section, I will discuss what I see as the major implications of this finding for how 

we understand the role of parents in education, the persistence of gender inequality, and 

changing conceptualizations of childhood in the United States. 

Parents and Education 
 
 This study of homeschooling exposes how the rhetoric of school choice functions 

as an ideology. Neoliberal education reforms, including school choice, have been sold to 

the public as being a public good, something that will allow all families to better their 

children’s educations. But the experiences of the homeschooling parents that I 
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interviewed – especially the situational homeschoolers – reveal that they actually have 

little to no choice. Parents have come to expect that individual schools – including public 

schools – will offer an educational experience that will cater to their child’s unique 

temperament, skills, and abilities. This is not, however what they encounter. In fact, 

schools have become increasingly standardized. Part of neoliberal education policy 

changes has been an increase in “accountability” in the form of standardized testing to 

measure the quality of each school under the pretense that this testing will allow parents 

to make informed choices about their children’s education. However, rather than making 

schools stand apart from each other to promote the type of competition that would 

facilitate school choice, this increase in standardized testing has the effect of making 

schools themselves more standardized. With increased pressure to “teach to the test” in 

order to keep test scores at an acceptable level, teachers have even less leeway to be 

creative and innovative in their teaching practices, and less of an ability to cater to the 

needs of specific individual children who may be falling behind or, alternately, be able to 

move at a faster pace than their classmates. Thus, reforms that have purportedly been 

about increasing educational opportunities have instead made public education into even 

more of a “one size fits all” approach, leaving parents with very little “choice” when they 

feel that the needs of their children are not being met by their local public school.  

 These educational reforms have played out alongside an intensification of already 

intensive expectations for motherhood. While mothers have long been seen as primarily 

responsible for ensuring their children’s well-being, the rhetoric of school choice has 

infiltrated this responsibility, leaving mothers not only tasked with choosing the best 
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possible educational approach and context for their children, but also held into account 

for the choices that they make. The internalization of this expectation by mothers 

themselves – particularly middle-class mothers – may be especially significant at a time 

of heightened job insecurity and economic uncertainty, hallmarks of the new economy 

for which they are preparing their children to work and live.  

Implications for Gender Inequality 
 
 Taken to their extreme, intensive mothering ideologies, combined with the idea of 

children as unique and in need of individualized attention, set the family and the state up 

as incompatible with each other. The state is tasked with and held accountable for 

providing education for all children, and does so in increasingly standardized ways. 

Mothers, on the other hand, are judged by their ability to secure the best possible 

education for their unique children, and this goal, which can require individualized 

accommodations can, at times, be at odds with the goal of the state. When parents “give 

up on government” – that is, when they abandon the possibility that the government can 

adequately attend to the unique needs of their child – the responsibility of educating 

children is placed in the hands of the mother, rather than left in the hands of the state, 

effectively reinforcing traditional ideals that posit women’s responsibilities as lying in the 

private, domestic sphere, outside of the purview of the state.  

 This finding has implications for gender inequality. There is a certain irony that 

an ideology that states that each child is unique and individual and thus deserves 

individualized education leads parents to act in ways that intensify the gendered division 
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of labor, at least between heterosexual parents. Some of the parents that I interviewed 

celebrated this division of labor, while others seemed resigned to it, or expressed deep 

ambivalence. Carolyn, a feminist stay-at-home mother, talked through this ambivalence 

when I asked her how she felt about the fact that women do the majority of 

homeschooling labor: 

I was just talking to my friend about the idea, because it is true that my husband’s 

and my roles in the family are pretty traditionally gender-drawn. And I can’t 

know, you know, nature, nurture, whether it’s because I was raised as a woman, 

born in the 70s, and how much of that is because of [nature] – but I was not raised 

with the expectation that I would be a stay-at-home mom. I was raised, actually, 

very progressively. I think [my husband and I] had a lot of conversations about 

staying home or not staying home and what that would mean, and it took me a lot 

of years to figure out the value in that, in what I valued and where I saw value. 

And so that’s definitely been sort of a personal journey. 

Carolyn offered a structural critique of the gendered social order in which mothers were 

far more encouraged to be home with their children and discouraged from having full-

time careers in the paid labor force. She saw a tension between this critique and her own 

decision to stay at home, but appears to have resolved this tension, at least at some 

intellectual level, by reframing this process as a “personal journey” rather than a decision 

marked by institutional constraints.  

 Nevertheless, Carolyn also recognized several ways in which this decision 

problematically reinforced gender inequality. First, she noted that it affects not only her 



 228 

ability to earn an income in the present moment, but also her earnings potential in the 

future, which, she says, “means that my dependence on their father goes up, every year 

I’m out.” She also has noted the effect that this choice – alongside their general exposure 

to a patriarchal culture – has had on her children. She told me,  

There will be times where there will be something physical that needs to be done 

and [the kids] will be like, “well, we’ll just wait for daddy.” And I’m like, “I am 

perfectly capable of doing this!” You know? Daddy is not the one who built the 

damn chicken coop, right? So there are times where things will come out of their 

mouths where I’m like, “whoa, how’d you get that idea? How did we do that?” 

Feminist sociologists have long argued that the division of labor in heterosexual families 

affects the ways in which children envision the possibilities for their own gendered roles 

in the future (Chodorow 1999). Carolyn worked to counteract this problematic messaging 

by having frequent, frank conversations with her sons about gender, and about what it 

means that she is staying home with them when she could be in the labor force earning 

money, and that this is always a complicated choice for women to make.  

 But, as both my interviews and my participation at homeschooling conferences 

made clear, homeschooled children are not living in an isolated world where they see 

only their parents’ division of labor. Even children whose parents divide homeschooling 

labor relatively equally, or where the father is primarily responsible (something that was 

mentioned by many of my respondents, who all seemed to know a family, or know 

someone who knew a family, or had at least heard stories about a family with a full-time 

stay-at-home homeschooling dad) are embedded in homeschooling communities in which 
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mothers are doing most of the work. At the homeschooling conferences I attended, the 

“homeschooling family” was often constructed as a two-parent, married, heterosexual 

couple in which the mother is in charge of the children’s education. Whether this 

construction was normalizing, in the case of the Christian and Catholic conferences, or 

simply normative, in the case of the unschooling conference, it was nonetheless apparent 

in all of these spaces (see chapter 2). Most of my respondents belonged to homeschool 

co-ops, play groups, sports teams, or other formal and informal gatherings of 

homeschooling families, and these spaces were almost always inhabited by mothers – 

usually white and (heterosexually) married – and their children.  

I asked many of my respondents if there were any families in their various groups 

where a father did most of the day-to-day homeschooling work, and while a few had had 

fathers in their groups in the past, none of them reported a stay-at-home dad who 

currently participated. In general, my respondents portrayed homeschooling communities 

as being very gendered, heteronormative, and racialized, such that families who fall 

outside the norm often felt excluded from these communities, either implicitly or 

explicitly. A few of my non-white respondents remarked on the overwhelming whiteness 

of their homeschool groups, and how that could make them feel uncomfortable at times 

or wish that there were more minority mothers in the groups. The single mothers I 

interviewed identified certain barriers to participation in some homeschooling groups, 

such as the tendency of such groups to meet only during traditional school hours, which 

can be inconvenient for those who work during the day and homeschool in the evenings, 

and group sign-up forms that ask for “mom’s” and “dad’s” info on the form, suggesting 
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that families were expected to have both. Robin, the one married, lesbian mother that I 

interviewed, spoke to me about constantly having to negotiate whether to “come out” in 

homeschooling spaces, or to just let people assume – as they tended to do – that her 

spouse was male. This was especially important to her as some of the homeschooling 

events they attended included parents with a variety of political and religious beliefs, and 

she expressed some discomfort with coming out in situations where there may be 

conservative Christians present, especially after experiencing a neighbor family refusing 

to let their (also homeschooled) children play with her children, because of their 

“alternative” family structure.  

 Thus, while some parents homeschool in part because of their discomfort with the 

implicit and explicit heteronormativity of pubic schools, their children tend to still be 

doing much of their socializing in heteronormative spaces, in which mothering is clearly 

associated with the labor of child care. Some parents worked to counter these messages 

by emphasizing the diversity of gendered and sexual expression with their children from 

a young age, with some including explicit lessons about things like consent, same-sex 

sexuality, and deconstructing binary gender with their children (see Averett 2016). Other 

parents reinforced the gender division of labor with their children, preparing their 

children for expected heterosexual futures and to be good wives and mothers, or 

husbands and fathers, in their future families. What is unclear from this research, 

however, is how children themselves interpret, assimilate, and/or resist these messages. 

Future research on homeschooled children’s perceptions about gender and sexuality will 

be important for understanding the degree to which these norms influence children’s 



 231 

understandings of the possibilities they have for living gendered lives, especially in future 

relationships and family life.  

Changing Conceptualizations of Childhood in the United States 
 
 In Pricing the Priceless Child, sociologist Viviana Zelizer traces the development 

of the concept of childhood in the 20th century as children went from having monetary 

worth to the family, in terms of their capacity to labor, to being priceless – precious to the 

point that to talk about children in terms of their economic value is to break a major 

social taboo. She argues that, while “profound changes in the economic, occupational, 

and family structures” played a role in this shift away from understanding children in 

terms of their economic worth, this shift “was also part of a cultural process of 

‘sacralization’ of children’s lives” (Zelizer 1985:10). Zelizer argues that the movement to 

end child labor, moving children from factories into school through compulsory 

education laws, can be understood as an ideological dispute between two opposing views 

of child – the “sacred child” and the “productive child.” Ultimately, the sacred child won, 

and compulsory education became normalized. However, in the book’s conclusion, 

Zelizer wonders whether the increase of women in the paid labor force is indicative of the 

demise of the sacred child, who “is losing the undivided attention of its primary 

caretaker” (Zelizer 1985:222). 

 I argue that, contrary to Zelizer’s prediction, the increasing popularity of 

homeschooling is a sign that the “sacred child” has not lost its grip on American mothers. 

Rather, it points to the next step in the progression: from the productive child to the 
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priceless child, and now to the unique child, wherein children are still priceless, but each 

for their very own reasons. Children who are priceless demand investment from their 

parents, and one of the primary ways that parents do this investing is through providing 

their child with an education (Hays 1996; Zelizer 1985). But if these priceless children 

are also unique, what they demand is individualized, personalized educational 

investment. In other words, this is not a one-size-fits-all investment strategy – mothers 

are expected to invest in the education that will be best for their child. When this is 

something the government promises yet fails to provide, it is left up to mothers to find an 

alternative, with homeschooling becoming increasingly popular and normalized option 

for these mothers. 

 Just as Zelizer argued that the shift from the productive to the priceless child 

cannot be understood simply by looking at changes to the economy, the workplace, and 

the family, I argue here that the shift to understanding children as unique, while 

influenced by changes in the economy, workplace, and family, must also be understood 

as a cultural process. In other words, I am not proposing a one-way, causal argument 

linking economic restructuring and neoliberal educational “reforms” to the rise of 

homeschooling. Rather, I argue that what we are seeing is something of a feedback loop 

in which these structural and policy changes and their corresponding ideologies of market 

competition and individual choice and responsibility both feed into and are fed by the 

ideal of the unique child.   

 To be clear, the progression from the priceless child to the unique child does not 

directly parallel the progression from the productive to the priceless child. In the latter 
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situation, the ideal of the priceless child supplanted that of the productive child, making it 

a society-wide taboo to discuss children in terms of their economic worth (though it is 

worth noting that the child is not priceless in the eyes of welfare policies, which penalize 

the poor for having children). The unique child does not replace the priceless child, but 

rather, broadens its scope. The unique child is still understood as sacred, but there exist 

important disagreements about what the sacred child looks like, disagreements that I 

argue are currently playing out in the arena of debates about children’s education. In this 

dissertation, I have identified two such central disagreements about the nature of children. 

 First, there is disagreement about how gender and sexuality function in the lives 

of the unique child. This stems from a fundamental difference (outlined in chapter 4) in 

where parents locate children’s gender and sexuality. Some parents see gender and 

sexuality as a part of each person’s – including each child’s – innate core identity. These 

parents see it as their responsibility to provide their children with environments in which 

they can feel secure expressing their core selves, and to shield them, whenever possible, 

from situations that would threaten their ability to do so. Other parents, however, see 

gender and sexuality as part of a person’s character, which is expressed through behavior. 

These parents still believe that children have a unique identity, which includes their 

interests, personalities, and natural aptitudes, but they do not locate gender and sexuality 

within a person’s identity, and, importantly, neither do they locate character here. For 

these parents, it is character, not core identity, that is most important in determining “who 

you are,” and this is determined by behavior. Character is something that is shaped over 

time, rather than innate. These parents see it as their responsibility to use the time of 
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childhood to shape and develop their children’s character, so that they will choose 

righteous behavior – including the correct gendered and sexual expression – as adults.  

 I argue that both sets of parents see the child as sacred, but that they disagree 

about what the “sacred” aspect of childhood is. Is the sacred child gendered/sexual? For 

one group of parents, the answer is yes. These parents understand children as already 

having a core sexual and gendered identity, though this identity can be suppressed, 

manipulated, and contorted by social experiences. What is sacred about the child is that 

their innate, core self has not yet been distorted by social norms and structures that 

encourage kids to be “normal” rather than to be themselves. Protecting the sacred child, 

in this way of understanding, means allowing the child to flourish and be “who they are.” 

For another group of parents, what is sacred about the child is their innocence, their lack 

of knowledge about the complexities and dangers of the world – including sexuality – 

which have the potential to shape their character in negative ways. For these parents, the 

“sacred child,” while expected to be heterosexual, is not yet heterosexual, because 

heterosexuality is understood as a set of behaviors, rather than an identity. The sacred 

child is also, in this way, not yet fully gendered, as gender expression is also understood 

as being rooted in behavior, which is itself evidence of character – what will eventually 

define “who they are” as a person – and this is not yet fully formed. For these parents, 

protecting the sacred child means prolonging this state of innocence for as long as 

possible while imparting lessons about good decision making, proper judgment, and right 

behavior. In other words, it is the parents’ role to shape the child’s character.  
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 Second, there is disagreement over why children are sacred – or to put it 

differently, about what sets children apart from adults. For those parents who see it as 

their responsibility to protect their children’s innocence, it is this very innocence that 

makes them sacred. In this view of childhood, children are seen as very different from 

adults, or, I would argue, as not-yet fully people, in that they are not rights-bearing 

subjects. Children, in this view, should expect the protection they need and deserve first 

and foremost from their parents, who are tasked with raising them and are granted the 

right to raise their children as they see fit. In other words, children are part of society 

insofar as they are members of a family. In this view, the government bestows a certain 

amount of protection for children through their parents, though parents are able to use 

their rights as parents to protect their children from the state, when they see the state’s 

incursion on family life as unnecessary. For those embracing this view, homeschooling 

is, at its core, a parents’ rights issue.  

 For those parents who see their responsibility as creating environments in which 

children’s true selves can flourish, children are not understood as a class entirely apart 

from adults, and are understood as each existing as their own entity, not solely as a 

member of a family. In this view, children should be rights bearing citizens. What makes 

them sacred is, ironically, the fact that they are not treated as such. Thus, it is up to 

parents to shape their children’s worlds as best as they can to allow them to develop a 

sense of themselves as fully human, entitled to certain rights, including the right to 

determine the context of their own education. For these parents, part of their 
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responsibility is thus to protect their children from the ways in which the state infantilizes 

them and strips them of choice.  

 Of course, as I have demonstrated, these disagreements over the nature of 

childhood nevertheless result in similar, child-intensive parenting practices. Both views 

require the intensive involvement of the parents, particularly the mother, to ensure that 

the sacred child is protected. But we should not let this similarity obscure the fact that 

there are also important differences in the parenting practices of homeschooling parents. 

Some parents maintain a strict and authoritarian hierarchy within the family, imposing 

and enforcing a certain understanding of morality and character upon their children, 

while other parents attempt to make the home as non-hierarchical of a space as possible, 

giving children a say in what they do and learn, and not attempting to restrict access to 

“forbidden” knowledge. Whereas the former type of parenting emphasizes disciplining 

children through obedience to the parents, the latter emphasizes allowing and 

encouraging children to develop a sense of autonomy – and to respect others’ autonomy – 

from an early age.  

There are clearly implications for these different parenting styles in terms of not 

only these children’s access to sex education, but also in their sexual subject formation 

and understanding of concepts like consent and bodily autonomy. Further research that 

directly studies the experiences of children within homeschooling families is needed to 

fully understand these implications.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 In this dissertation, I have demonstrated that current debates about children’s 

education – what children need to learn, and who should be responsible for teaching it – 

are also, in part, debates about ideologies of childhood. The shift from the productive to 

the priceless child was part of a larger debate about what childhood is and what it should 

be. Should children be contributing to the economic well-being of the family? Or should 

childhood be a space where children can develop and receive an education while being 

“protected” from economic concerns? My research reveals that we are currently in the 

midst of other debates about what childhood is and what it should be: Are children 

already gendered and sexual beings, or are these properties that children develop as they 

grow into adulthood? Are gender identity/expression and sexual orientation innate in 

children, or are they markers of the type of character a person develops over the course of 

their childhood? Are children primarily the responsibility of their parents, or of the state? 

Who is “in charge of” children? Are children property (of their parents, of the state), or 

are they (or should they be) rights bearing individuals? In other words: Are children 

people?  
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Appendix 1: Survey Questions 

1. How long have you homeschooled? 
o 1 year or less 
o 2-3 years 
o 4-6 years 
o 7-9 years 
o 10 years or more 

 
 
2. How many children do you have? (Include adult children who no longer live with you, 
and children who are not yet of schooling age, if any) _________ 
 
 
3. For each of the children indicated in the previous question, please indicate the child’s 
age, gender, and educational history: what types of schools they have attended (public, 
private, homeschool, or other schools) and when they attended them. If your child is not 
yet of schooling age, mark “No” for each type of school. 
 
We will ask you more questions about your children later. In order to keep track of the 
order, please list your eldest child as “Child #1”, your next eldest as “Child #2”, and so 
forth.  
 
 
Child #1 (eldest child): 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Age 

Gender 
Male       Female 

Is this child currently homeschooled? 
Yes                          No 

Child #1  �          �    �                            � 
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Please indicate which types of schools Child #1 has attended. For each type they have 
attended, please indicate which grades they attended that type (for example, “6th-8th 
grade” or “K-1; 3-4”). 
 
 
 Has Child #1 ever 

attended this type of 
school? 

 
Yes           No 

If yes, please indicate 
which grades they 

attended for. 

Public School �        �  

Private School, religious �        �  

Private School, non-religious �        �  

Homeschool �        �  

Other (please specify) 
_____________________ 

�        �  

 
 
NOTE: Question 3 was repeated for the number of children the respondent indicated they 
had in question 2. 
 
 
 
The questions below have to do with your homeschooling approaches and experiences. 
 
4. Who would you say is primarily responsible for the day-to-day teacher (or 
supervisions/facilitation of learning) for your children? 

o I do all or almost all of the teaching myself 
o I do most of the teaching, but my spouse/partner does some as well 
o My spouse/partner and I share the teaching responsibilities more or less equally 
o My spouse/partner does most of the teaching, but I do some as well 
o My spouse/partner does all or almost all of the teaching 
o Someone other than my spouse/partner or myself does all or almost all of the 

teaching (please specify who)____________________________________ 
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5. Which of the following would you say are important reasons for why you choose to 
homeschool? Mark all that apply. 

o Desire to provide religious instruction to my children 
o Concern about the safety of the school environment 
o Concern about negative peer pressure or peer relationships in the school 

environment 
o Dissatisfaction with curriculum of other schools 
o Desire to provide a nontraditional approach to my child’s education 
o Health needs of one or more of my children (including mental health) 
o Other (please specify): ___________________________________________ 

 
 
6. Of the reasons that you marked as important in the previous question, which would 
you say is the most important reason why you choose to homeschool? Choose only one. 

o Desire to provide religious instruction to my children 
o Concern about the safety of the school environment 
o Concern about negative peer pressure or peer relationships in the school 

environment 
o Dissatisfaction with curriculum of other schools 
o Desire to provide a nontraditional approach to my child’s education 
o Health needs of one or more of my children (including mental health) 
o Other (please specify): ___________________________________________ 

 
 
7. Before you began homeschool, how many other parents or families did you personally 
know who homeschooled? 

o None 
o One or two 
o Three to six 
o Seven or more 

 
 
8. How connected do you currently feel to a larger homeschool community? 

o Very connected 
o Somewhat connected 
o Not very connected 
o Not at all connected 
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9. Think of your circle of closest adult friends and family members. How many of these 
adults homeschool their children (or have homeschooled them in the past)? 

o None of them homeschool 
o Some of them homeschool, but most do not 
o About half of them homeschool, and half do not 
o Most of them homeschool, but some do not 
o All or almost all of them homeschool 

 
 
10.  Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following 
statements about your homeschooling experience: 
 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

I generally use a structured 
curriculum for my children’s 
schooling. 

�        �       �       � 
I keep track of what “grade level” 
my children are at in core subjects 
such as reading, math, and science. 

�        �       �       � 

It is important to me that my 
children acquire similar knowledge 
and skills as their traditionally-
schooled peers. 

�        �       �       � 

The types of things my children 
learn are generally similar to what 
they would learn in public schools. 

�        �       �       � 

The ways that my children are 
taught are generally similar to how 
they would be taught in public 
schools. 

�        �       �       � 

 
 
11. If there is anything about your homeschooling experience that you think is important 
for researchers to know that has not been covered in the questions above, please provide 
them in the box below. 
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In this section, we will ask you a few questions about how well, in general, you think 
each of your children is doing. You will be prompted to answer the questions for each of 
your children individually. Please use the same order for your children (Child #1, Child 
#2, etc) that you used in the previous questions. 
 
 
12. Think about Child #1 over the past month. Please indicate the extent to which you 
agree or disagree with the following statements. If a statement doesn’t apply to this child 
(for example, if this child is not homeschooled, has finished school, or has not yet started 
school), please mark “Not Applicable.” 
 
 
Child #1 

 
 
 
NOTE: Question 12 was repeated for the number of children the respondent indicated 
they had in question 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
Not 

Applicable 
Gets along well with other 
children      �             �          �              �                 � 

Has been unhappy, sad, or 
depressed 

     �             �          �              �                 � 

Enjoys being 
homeschooled 

     �             �          �              �                 � 

Has plenty of friends      �             �          �              �                 � 

Is doing well academically      �             �          �              �                 � 

Is doing well socially      �             �          �              �                 � 
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Below are some questions about your religious, political, and social beliefs. These 
questions are important to help us understand the diversity of homeschoolers in Texas. 
There are no right or wrong answers; please answer as honestly as possible. 
 
 
 
13. How would you describe your political views? 

o Very Conservative 
o Conservative 
o Moderate 
o Liberal 
o Very Liberal 

 
 
 
14. How would you describe your political affiliation? 

o Republican  
o Democrat 
o Independent 
o None 
o Other (please specify): __________________ 

 
 
 
15. How important is religion in your life? 

o Very important 
o Somewhat important 
o Not very important 
o Not at all important 
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16.  We would like to know your opinions on several political and social issues. Please 
indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements: 

 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Gays and lesbians should be allowed to 
marry legally.    �       �      �     � 
Abortion should be illegal in all or most 
cases.    �       �      �     � 
Homosexuality is unnatural and should not 
be accepted by society.    �       �      �     � 
Changes in the traditional American family 
have harmed our society.    �       �      �     � 
It is a positive thing that society has become 
more accepting of girls participating in 
traditional “boys’” activities, like contact 
sports or rough-and-tumble play. 

   �       �      �     � 

It is a positive thing that society has become 
more accepting of boys participating in 
traditional “girls’” activities, like playing 
with dolls or dress-up/imaginary play. 

   �       �      �     � 

Girls should be just as strongly encouraged 
as boys to pursue higher education and a 
meaningful career. 

   �       �      �     � 

Boys should be just as strongly encouraged 
as girls to become caring, nurturing parents.    �       �      �     � 
The giving of prayer before public school 
sporting events, activities and other 
programs should be allowed. 

   �       �      �     � 

Public schools should have gay/straight 
alliances or other similar organizations 
available for gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
transgender, and questioning students. 

   �       �      �     � 

The only sex education that should occur in 
public schools is Abstinence Only sex 
education. 

   �       �      �     � 
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Demographic Information: 
 
17. What is your gender? 

o Male 
o Female 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 

 
 
18. How old are you? ___________ 
 
 
19. What is your race/ethnicity? Mark all that apply. 

o White 
o African American or Black 
o Hispanic or Latino/a 
o Asian or Asian-American 
o Native American/American Indian 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 

 
20. What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 

o Some high school 
o High school diploma or GED 
o Some college or associate’s degree 
o College diploma (bachelor’s degree or equivalent) 
o Master’s or professional degree 
o Doctoral degree 

 
21. Please indicate your religious affiliation from the list below: 

o Christian, Protestant (please specify denomination, if any) __________________ 
o Christian, Orthodox 
o Catholic 
o Jewish 
o Muslim 
o Atheist 
o Agnostic 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 
o Nonreligious/No affiliation 
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22. How would you describe your sexual orientation? 
o Straight or Heterosexual 
o Gay or lesbian 
o Bisexual 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 

 
 
23. What is your marital status? 

o Married 
o Partnered (not legally married) 
o Divorced 
o Widowed 
o Single (not partnered/never married) 

 
NOTE: If the respondent answered either “married” or “partnered” in question 23, they 
were then prompted to answer questions 24-29. If not, they were taken straight to 
question 30. 
 
 
Please answer the following questions about your spouse or partner. 
 
24. What is your spouse/partner’s gender? 

o Male 
o Female 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 

 
 
25. What is your spouse/partner’s age? ________________ 
 
 
26. What is your spouse/partner’s race/ethnicity? Mark all that apply. 

o White 
o African American or Black 
o Hispanic or Latino/a 
o Asian or Asian-American 
o Native American/American Indian 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 

 



 247 

27. What is the highest level of education that your spouse/partner has completed? 
o Some high school 
o High school diploma or GED 
o Some college or associate’s degree 
o College diploma (bachelor’s degree or equivalent) 
o Master’s or professional degree 
o Doctoral degree 

 
 
28. Please indicate your spouse/partner’s religious affiliation from the list below. 

o Christian, Protestant (please specify denomination, if any) __________________ 
o Christian, Orthodox 
o Catholic 
o Jewish 
o Muslim 
o Atheist 
o Agnostic 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 
o Nonreligious/No affiliation 

 
 
29. What is your spouse/partner’s sexual orientation? 

o Straight or Heterosexual 
o Gay or lesbian 
o Bisexual 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 

 
 
30. Please indicate your relationship to each of your children. 
 
I am Child #1’s: 

o Biological parent 
o Adoptive parent 
o Step-parent 
o Foster parent, non-adoptive 
o Other legal guardian 
o Other (please specify)________________________ 
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NOTE: Question 30 was repeated for the number of children the respondent indicated 
they had in question 2. 
 
 
31. Which of the following comes closest to your total household income for last year 
(2013)? 

o Under $20,000 
o $20,000 - $39,999 
o $40,000 - $59,999 
o $60,000 - $79,999 
o $80,000 - $99,999 
o $100,000 - $149,999 
o $150,000 - $199,999 
o $200,000 - $499,999 
o $500,000 or above 

 
 
32. What is your zipcode? __________ 
 
 
33. For how long have you lived in Texas? 

o Less than 1 year 
o 1-5 years 
o 6-10 years 
o 11-20 years 
o More than 20 years 

 
 
34. Thank you for your participation in this survey! 
 
As part of this project, the researchers are conducting in-person follow-up interviews 
with a subset of the parents who complete this survey. Would you be interested in being 
contacted about taking part in an interview? 

o Yes 
o No 

 
If respondent answered “Yes” to question 34, they were then asked question 35. If they 
answered “No,” this question was skipped. 
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35. Please provide us with your first name and either your phone number or email 
address so that we may contact you. Your contact information will remain confidential 
and will not be stored alongside your responses to the survey questions. 
 
 Name ________________________ 

 Email address __________________ 

 Phone number __________________ 

 
 
Thank you for your participation. To contact us with any questions, or to keep up with 
news about the project, please visit our website as www.texashomeschoolproject.com. 
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide 

 
1) Decision to homeschool: 

• Why did you decide to homeschool? (Possible prompts: Was it your first choice 

of schooling method? Did your children attend other schools first? Did you know 

other people who homeschooled? What would you say was the most important 

reason to homeschool?) 

 

2) Homeschool experiences/approaches: 

• There is a lot of variation in the approaches taken to homeschooling. What does 

homeschooling look like for your family? (Prompts: Do you use a formal 

curriculum? Do you interact with other homeschool families? Do you teach your 

child(ren) entirely yourself, or do you use tutors, coaches, or homeschool group 

classes?) 

 

3) Perspectives on traditional/public education: 

• Did your child(ren) ever attend public schools or any other more traditional 

school? 

o If yes: What do you think are the advantages of home schooling? What did 

you like/not like about the public school?  

o If no: Would you ever consider sending your child to public school? Why 

or why not?   

• What do you think is currently good about American public education? What do 

you think is not good? 

• What does an ideal school look like to you? Is homeschooling the ideal, or can 

you imagine another type of school that would be ideal, if it existed? What does 

this look like? 
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4) Sex education 

• How do you handle sex education as a homeschool parent? What do you think it 

is important for kids to learn/know about sexuality? What resources do you draw 

on to help you teach your children about sexuality? 

 

5) Future of homeschooling: 

• What do you think homeschooling as a movement will look like in 20 years? 

What do you think public acceptance of homeschooling will look like? 

 

6) Sources: 

• What books/articles/blogs etc. have been influential to you or important in 

shaping your approach to homeschooling?  

• What books would you recommend to a friend who is thinking about starting 

homeschooling? 

 

7) Is there anything that is important to you about your homeschool experience that I 

haven’t asked you about, that you would like to tell me? 
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Appendix 3: Response to Survey Feedback 

In response to the many emails I received about the survey in the days after it 

went live, criticizing the survey and/or the project and/or me, as the researcher, for 

having various types of bias, I posted the following blog post on the project website 

(www.texashomeschoolproject.com) on July 23, 2014: 

 

Survey Questions and Concerns 

Since I launched the survey less than a week ago I have gotten a lot of responses and a lot 

of helpful feedback. I am so grateful to those who have taken the survey, forwarded the 

call for participants, and taken the time to send really thoughtful questions and 

comments. 

Several of the questions that have come up have been about the types of questions on the 

survey and how they relate to the motivations of the study, and since I imagine these are 

concerns held by others as well, I wanted to share some reflections that I hope will help 

clarify people’s questions and concerns about the project. 

~~~~~~~~~~ 

Concern #1: You can’t possibly learn enough (or anything at all) about 

homeschooling from this survey! 

 

I completely agree. As a researcher, I believe that a lot of questions or topics – at least the 

ones that are most interesting – can’t be adequately covered by just one method of 

studying them. The survey is just one part of the overall study – it plays a small, but 

crucial role. 
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Part of why the survey is needed is that there just isn’t that much research done on 

homeschooling. One of the few sources of nationally representative data on 

homeschooling is the report “Parent and Family Involvement in Education, from the 

National Household Education Surveys Program of 2012,” which was published in 2013 

by National Center for Education Statistics, which is part of the U.S. Department of 

Education (you can read the report here). While basic statistics about who homeschools 

and why don’t tell us much about the on-the-ground experience of homeschooling, they 

do help serve as a backdrop for further research. The survey is short and very basic, not 

because I think I can learn what I need to from such a short, basic survey, but because I 

think it can serve as a jumping off point for the rest of the project. 

I think that the best way to learn about the social world is to be a part of it – to interact 

with people and learn from them. That’s why the real heart of this study will be the in-

person interviews that I do with homeschoolers throughout the state of Texas. It’s in 

these interviews that I will be able to gain a much more rich, detailed, and nuanced 

understanding of homeschooling. I like to think of the survey as the scaffolding on which 

the study is built – the story of the study will need this scaffolding to stand, but the 

scaffolding alone can’t tell the story. 

Concern #2: The survey doesn’t ask the right questions/provide enough response 

categories. 

I’ve gotten a lot of feedback that the response categories (the “answers” you can choose 

from for various questions) aren’t adequate, or that they don’t capture the things that are 

important to/reflective of the experiences of a lot of homeschoolers. This feedback is 

invaluable to me, as it can be extremely helpful in figuring out how to interpret the 

survey data as well as how I can shift my thinking as the project moves forward. 

Some people say that writing surveys is a science, while others say it is an art – I’m not 

sure which side I fall on, but I definitely think that there is no such thing as a perfect 
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survey. In part, that’s because, as I said above, there are lots of things about the social 

world that you just can’t capture by asking multiple choice survey questions. But there 

are other reasons, too. For example, some of the questions on my survey are exact 

replicas, or slightly-altered versions, of questions that other researchers have previously 

used. Re-asking these questions can be really useful, even if the questions themselves 

aren’t perfect, because it lets us compare our findings to other surveys and see what may 

be changing over time – for example, it used to be assumed that almost all people who 

homeschooled did so for religious reasons, but recent studies have shown that this isn’t 

the case. If I didn’t ask questions about potential religious motivations, I wouldn’t be able 

to add to this bigger conversation. 

Some of the questions definitely seem like they are built on outdated assumptions about 

homeschooling, but by asking these questions and capturing the “other” responses – the 

things you tell us are missing from the response categories – we (as researchers) will 

actually be able to say whether these assumptions are outdated, and if they are, construct 

better ways of asking such questions in the future. 

Concern #3: Based on the questions, it seems like you’re trying to portray 

homeschoolers as _________________. 

We all know that there are various stereotypes out there about homeschooling – that all 

homeschoolers are very religious, that homeschooling always looks like a mom at the 

front of the room with a bulletin board and a stack of workbooks and some bored kids, 

that homeschool children have poor social skills. If I thought that these stereotypes were 

true – that is, if I thought that all homeschool families looked the same and thought the 

same and had the same experiences – I wouldn’t be doing this research. One of the 

reasons that I am studying homeschooling is that I believe that people come to 

homeschooling for many different reasons, and that they go about it in many different 

ways – in short, that homeschoolers are a diverse and complex group. Part of why I ask 

questions about political, social, and religious beliefs is to test this theory – that there is 
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great diversity within this movement. I’m sure many of you will think “well obviously 

there is – you could’ve just asked one of us and we’d have told you that we’re diverse!” 

But, for better or for worse, that’s not how things work in the research world – I need to 

be able to back up any claims that I make about the diversity of homeschoolers with data 

gathered from the responses of lots of people. Thus, to be able to dispel any of the 

stereotypes that exist about homeschooling, I have to ask questions about these very 

stereotypes. 

I will admit that some of the feedback I’ve gotten on these types of questions has been 

hard to hear. I hate knowing that I have offended anyone, and I am truly sorry that this 

has been the case. I want to assure you that my goal with this study is not to portray 

homeschoolers in a negative light. In fact, my goal isn’t really to portray homeschoolers 

in any particular way at all, but rather, to demonstrate that homeschoolers have a complex 

and valuable perspective on bigger questions about education, how our society values 

children, what children need, and who can or should provide it. I don’t want this project 

to be a voyeuristic look at homeschooling –I want it to be about what homeschooling can 

tell us about our larger society. 

Concern 4: The survey doesn’t ask anything about the success of homeschool 

students. 

My advisor has had to remind me countless times as I have been preparing to start this 

research, “you can’t do everything.” There are so many interesting questions I could ask, 

so many different angles from which I could approach this project, that I could spend 

years trying to do it all and still only scratch the surface. I’ve had to reign in my ideas 

multiple times in order to make this a project that I can do – and hopefully, do well – in 

the amount of time I have to complete my dissertation. 

I think that researching the success of homeschool students is a worthwhile endeavor, one 

that would also help to dispel some of the persistent myths about homeschooling. But that 
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would be a whole other project. The central goal of this project is to be able to better 

understand how and why parents make the decisions that they do about their children’s 

education, and I’ve chosen to study that by focusing on parents who have decided to 

homeschool. I think that homeschooling parents will have a lot to say about what children 

need to thrive, and about why homeschooling was the option they chose from among 

many options to provide that for their kids. 

~~~~~~~~~~ 

Your feedback about the project is very valuable to me, so please know how much I 

appreciate it and that I am taking it to heart as I shape the trajectory of this project. 

Several people have said that I need to spend more time with homeschoolers to get a 

better sense of who you are and what you do, and I completely agree – over the next few 

months I will be looking for and taking any opportunity I can get to meet homeschoolers 

and hear your stories. 

I’m looking forward to having my eyes opened to the richness and complexity of 

homeschooling families. I am thankful for the generosity of all of you who are willing to 

help me on this journey. 
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